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This study explores the idea of Mexican-American indigenous identity, or indigeneity. I
argue that modern Mexican-American indigeneity progressed
notion of belonging as a primordial people of Aztlan to the full-fledged embrace of Native
American identity. This idea of being indigenous is traced to the colonial writers and thinkers,
criollo patriots, mestizo nationalists, and the indigenists intellectuals of twentieth-century
Mexico. The evolution of ethnic Mexican indigeneity culminated with cultural extremists in the
first half of the last century who assumed a neo-Aztec identity. They in turn gave way to the
neo-Mexika identity that emerged in the second half of the twentieth-century in conjunction with
the Mexikayotl ideology
traditional dance form called danza azteca-chichimeca and made its way to the United States
during the Chicano movement where it took root among culturally sensitive Mexican Americans.
Chicanas and Chicanos embraced indigenous identities, such as Mexika and Coahuiltecan, and
rejected the Latino and Hispanic homogenizing identities. In effect, this work is an intellectual
history of the introduction, progression, and evolution of Indian identity among Chicana/os in
Texas.
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This is dedicated to my family and all my relations.

INTRODUCTION

If you were to ask Mexicans who identify as indigenous people where their identity
originates, a common response would likely be that they have always somehow known it either
from family history, a historical understanding of their ancestral Indian heritage, or their
appearance. Those sentiments reflect the pervasive idea among some Mexicans that they are in
fact indigenous. However, while an overwhelming majority of ethnic Mexicans have indigenous
ancestry, most do not consider themselves Indian. So, where does the idea arise among some
Mexicans and Chicana/os that they are direct descendants of mexicas (Aztecs)? In this
, I argue that the rise of

openness in accepting Indiann

for whiteness.

By assuming an Indian identity, cultural Chicana/o activists signaled their receptivity to other
ways of viewing themselves counter to the socio-cultural and religious paradigm of the other
members of their ethnic group.
On the surface, this does not seem like a novel argument, for it has long been common
knowledge among Chicana/os that the movement gave rise to Indian consciousness in varying
degrees. But to my knowledge, there has been no deep historical analysis of Chicana/o
indigeneity. Where does this affinity for things Aztec, and to a lesser degree Maya, come
from? While sociological and psychological explanations could address this point, those would
1

still fail to historicize this phenomenon. A handful of anthropological studies have emerged in
recent years dealing with Aztec dance, but they are highly subjective and justificatory. This
dissertation is in conversation with those studies and attempts to offer a more critical view of
Chicana/o indigenism. This work elucidates the deep history of Mexican indigenism, how it
influenced Chicana/os during the civil rights movement, and how it has thrived over the years.
In my estimation, Chicana/o indigeneity became the natural progression and successor of the
sm, an important topic that Chicana/o scholars abandoned many
years ago. A major reason for this shift in focus was the result of coalition building with other
as members of a larger constituency with whom
they did not necessarily share a similar ancestry. For political leaders and business interests, a
shared Spanish colonial heritage and language justified their push for the umbrella label.
The debate about what ethnic Mexicans should call themselves is as old as the emergence
of the people themselves. The present study offers one perspective of that debate, that of
indigenous identity. In regards to the Hispanic label relative to Chicana/os, this trend is traceable
to the late seventies during the decline of the Chicano movement. Some scholars call this period
in ethnic Mexican history when radical positions were largely abandoned in favor of centrist
politics

1

marke

o the term,
government agencies began using the label in 1980. Of these, the Bureau of the Census was
particularly responsible for the terms acceptance, mainly because Mexican-American policy
groups advocated for it. These groups argued that by using a more inclusive label would solve

2

the issue of census undercounting a decade earlier in 1970. This and other factors played a role
in the rise of the term Hispanic and the decline of Chicana and Chicano.

Figure 1:

Not all Mexican Americans readily accepted the shift in ethnic labeling, especially since

Chicanos (Chicana/os) were not necessarily interested or deeply involved in Native
revitalization, but it is safe to say that t
first encounter with this radical position was through leaflets, flyers, and brochures that were
3

prevail

rk of husband and wife

Eagle Society (MES).2
traditions of Mexicans and promoting self-determination

3

Melendez and Tlapoyawa were originally from New Mexico, but lived in Fort Worth in
the late nineties where Melendez worked for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. On several
occasions she managed to get some of Tlapoyawa
paper. Both of them came from families who had been active in the Chicano movement in New
Mexico. That background influenced their involvement in Chicano activism when the
movement made a brief resurgence in the early nineties. After being introduced to Aztec
dancing and the Mexika identity, Tlapoyawa melded classic Chicano critique with his newfound
ideology. For instance, in a commentary published in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram entitled,

4

Although, his strong opinions were not representative of

the movement that some scholars describe as neo-Aztecism and neo-Indianism, they reflected a
general attitude shared by many involved in the resurgence of Chicana/o nationalism.
A key component of this resurgent Chicana/o nationalism is a highly ritualized folkloric
danza Azteca-

danza

it) most Chicana/os have found their indigeneity. Aztec dancing exists throughout the U.S.
Southwest, and has made its way across the country to places like Chicago, Minneapolis, and

4

even New York City. It has become so ubiquitous that you are likely to find some iteration of
danza wherever a large community of ethnic Mexicans exists. That said, ethnic Mexicans have
explored their indigenous identity in other ways. The dancing opens to other ways of expressing
indigeneity, such as temazcallis (sweatand even Lakota-style Sundance rituals. Those familiar with Native spirituality will notice the
obvious culling of traditions from various peoples. This process occurred early resulting from
transnational, inter-tribal, cultural borrowing.
Another factor motivating this study is the ever-present issue of identity and the politics
associated with it. Identity politics has played a major role throughout Chicana/o scholarship
and has resulted in the production of countless texts exploring what it means to be Chicana/o,
Mexican American, Latina/o, Hispanic, mestizo, and many others. Of these labels, the mestizo
label, applied in ideological form, serves as the framework from which all other identities are
built. This mestizo ideology, whose roots lie in the nineteenth-century, was popularized by
Mexican Indigenist scholars Jose Vasconcelos and Manuel Gamio in the early twentieth-century.
The ideology has dominated much of the cultural scholarship about Mexico on both sides of the
U.S.-Mexico border.
The mestizo framework has also driven most of the Chicana/o discourse from the 1970s
to the present. And although there have always been a handful of voices within the Chicana/o
community advocating for an indigenous analysis of identity, they have been drowned out by
those in favor of the politically expedient Hispanic and Latina/o labels. Tellingly, outside of
academia, the number of Mexican Americans who still call themselves Chicanos and Chicanas
a term that etymologically and ideologically implies indigeneity

has drastically declined over

the years. In contrast, among a certain subset of culturally sensitive Chicana/os, the term mexica,

5

has emerged as the preferred label of identity. These Mexikah
feel like they have made the logically natural step of identifying with the group that epitomizes
the quintessential representation of Mexican identity one whose modern context has some very
interesting roots.
The Mexika identity in question was popularized by ethnocentrists and cultural
nationalists in Mexico in the mid twentieth-century. The identity eventually made its way north
to the U.S. Southwest, a place that, like their Chicana/o predecessors, Mexikas still call Aztlan.
And, although, Mexika is the identity of choice among Chicana/o indigenists, it is not the only
one used to express Native identity. For instance, since the late 1970s, a growing number of
Chicana/os have gravitated towards Native identities that are indigenous to the historical territory
once called Coahuila Y Texas. Basing their identity on family ties and historical nexus, some
Tejanos trace their heritage to Texas Mission Indians, such as the Coahuiltecans and Apaches.
This study touches on the interaction and intersection between these various strains of
indigenous expression among ethnic Mexicans, and places special attention on the way these
identities

the Coahuiltecan and Mexika have evolved in Texas. Despite their connection to

historical peoples, these are unequivocally modern identities which only make sense when
placed in context. Thus, this study exposes the deeper history of indigenism and Indian identity
in ethnic Mexican culture by surveying the development of indigenismo in Mexican thought
beginning with the colonial era up to the postrevolutionary period. It also explores the influence
of indigenismo on the identity politics of ethnic Mexicans in general, and the trends that gave
rise to indigeneity among Chicana/os in the late twentieth-century. Thus, by tracing the history
of Mexican indigenismo and Chicana/o Indianness, I argue that modern ethnic Mexican

6

primordial people of Aztlan to the full-fledged embrace of Native American identity pitted
against the Eurocentric policies of exclusion and alienation.

A Note on Analysis
There is a caveat that necessitates explanation. During the course of the investigation, I
discovered that the motives and actions of certain actors who were instrumental in the
development of modern ethnic Mexican indigeneity were highly problematic. This will become
clear in the discussion of the indigenist strains that emerged in the twentieth-century. Intentional
or not, some of their actions can be construed as charlatanry and might even call into question
the premise of the study. Therefore, it is useful to keep in mind a few points moving forward.
First and foremost, this study does not postulate nor validate claims of unbroken cultural
continuity among the ethnic identities in focus, the Coahuiltecans and Mexikah. There are clear
breaks in time from the pre-invasion era to the modern period. And secondly, this study
addresses the topic in a longue durée
5

Hall traces the origin of

African American civil rights back to periods much earlier than those promoted in the dominant
narrative which usually begin with Brown v. Board of Education in 1954.
In a similar fashion, this study tracks the evolution of American (in the hemispheric
sense) indigeneity back to the intellectuals who first proposed it, the Spanish writers and thinkers
of the colonial period. This means that criollos

Spaniards who were born in Mexico and who

later came to view themselves as inheritors of the Aztec empire

are part of the overall

conversation. Conversely, officially recognized indigenous peoples and communities are not the
center of the discussion here. That is because the focus of this study rests mainly on the groups

7

and individuals who either sought an idealized Aztec/Mexika identity or one that was based on
Texas Mission Indians, such as the Coahuiltecans.

A Note on Terms
Ethnic Mexican
follows the widely accepted definition developed by
Chicano historian David G. Gutiérrez who traces its origin to the signing of the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo after the U.S.-Mexico War (1846-48).6 In his historical analysis, Gutiérrez
describes the first generation of Mexican Americans within the borders of the post-war United

they had instantaneously been rendered an ethnic minority of a much larger so

7

This idea

of a Mexican-American primordial condition, or indigeneity if you will, is not original to
Gutiérrez, it figured prominently in the seminal works about Mexican Americans in the
Southwest. 8 Gutiérrez, however, was the first to elaborate on the idea of a collective MexicanAmerican ethnicity that included those born on U.S. soil as well as Mexican immigrants

sometimes includes all Mexicans when speaking in general of Greater Mexico. For the purposes
of this study, it will be limited mainly to persons residing within the borders of the United States
(U.S.). For simplicity and clarity, when referring to Mexicans who are not U.S. residents or
citizens, the term Mexicana or Mexicano will be used.

circumstantial ethnic group as a result of the persistent racism and discrimination they

8

9

Although most of the native inhabitants of the ceded

territories by Mexico eventually became U.S. citizens after the signing of the treaty, they
10

continued

This led to a circular pattern of

racism and discrimination, but also to a proudly reinforced self-conscious identification as a
distinct group

Mexicanos. Additionally, the continued influx of immigrants from Mexico,

especially in the twentieth-

11

Despite objections by some indigene-

centric Chicanas/os who scoff at being called Mexican because they assume that their projected
indigeneity shields them from being categorized as ethnic Mexicans, the reality is that others,
including Native Americans, continue to view them simply as Mexicans.12 Therefore, unless

Chicana/o community who perceive themselves as simply indigenous or Native American.

Indigeneity
13

The

It is not found in the

Oxford English Dictionary
as:
14

Moreover, the term indigenous is actually a variant of

the much older French term dating to the sixteenth15

-

9

In the modern context, the term indigeneity is strongly associated with a study on
indigenous peoples conducted by the United Nations (UN). In 1971, Jose R. Martinez Cobo was
appointed as the first Special Rapporteur of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities by the UN. His job was to research the plight of
minority and indigenous people worldwide, and his efforts led to the production of a special
Study on the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations

16

Martínez Cobo Study
incorporation of indigenous rights to their international charter.17 The report has been useful for
both indigenous peoples and nation-states in addressing and resolving issues, and scholars have
used it as a cornerstone in the study of indigeneity and the emergent analytical framework of
decolonization. As important as the Martínez Cobo Study was (and continues to be), it is

the term and concept
is strictly an academic construct that is now used to vaguely describe indigenous identity and or
the people themselves.
In fact, most of the scholarship related to the term deals with it in a very matter-of-fact
way. Trying to find two scholars who define the term exactly the same proved extremely

massaged and tweaked to accommodate pet arguments and theories. Professor of Law, Jeremy
Waldron, nicely expresses the difficulty that the term presents:

Oxford English Dictionary

-synonym

apply to certain peoples living in the world. The Oxford English Dictionary defines

10

lly in a land or region; native or
indu, an old Latin root meaning
endon) and gignere

18

not be confused with another much
19

It should be apparent why the former are not

group of peo
peoples of the Western Hemisphere.20
Waldron looks at indigeneity from the perspective of New Zealand/Aotearoa and the
Maori people as it pertains to multiculturalism, land rights, and the significance of calling
anyone

group or individual

indigenous. Although Waldron admits that he is not interested in

who have touched on the subject, virtually all of whom have avoided defining the concept of
indigeneity in a concrete and definitive way. Thus, in keeping with the trend, the term
the state, quality, or condition
inherent to a people, or individual, that exemplifies their position as original inhabitants born,
or produced naturally, in a given land or region, including their descendants and relations. Or
21

11

effectively linked to the quality or condition

person and is not confined to only the Americas

it applies to any Native person around the

world. Indigenism, like its related term, is equally difficult to define precisely. The term can
refer to various ideologies associated with indigenous peoples. Scholars and activists use it for
purely descriptive reasons or employ it to convey political connotations. For instance,
indigenism may refer to the intersection of complex issues affecting indigenous peoples globally
as well as those that deal with universal human rights laws and principles. In this context, Native
activists use human rights as an instrument of resistance against individual states who threaten
political, cultural, and economic incursion.
indigenismo

as used by the Mexican intellectuals

who developed it, simply referred to the problematic assimilationist policies of the state that
sought the eventual disappearance of living indigenous cultures. This would occur as Indians
joined the national culture while their indigeneity slowly disappeared. The ideology also
promoted liberal and enlightenment values over those deemed backward and retrograde, such as
traditional indigenous customs and culture. In an effort to redeem the term, some Chicana/o
scholars define the indigenismo as
22

This idea is discussed further below.

To be clear, the term indigenism, as it is used in this study, refers to the set of ideas that
promote an indigenous worldview. This worldview can be construed both positively and
negatively depending on the actors involved and the agendas they have set forth. Similarly, the

persuasion of their particular positive or negative stance. The important thing to understand is

12

that Chicana/o indigeneity specifically refers to the recognition of Indian identity by individuals
in that ethnic group. Even though it is a biological fact that most ethnic Mexicans are
predominantly indigenous, the reality is that most do not see themselves as Native people.
Interestingly, as far back as the sixties, historian Jack D. Forbes
scholar of Powhatan-Renapé and Lenape descent

Native American

acknowledged that Chicana/os have 70 to 80

percent indigenous ancestry. Supporting his assessment, genetic studies conducted within the
last ten years have demonstrated that indeed ethnic Mexicans have an overwhelming amount of
Native American DNA.23 Driving the point home, one of the studies focused solely on
mestizos

with a
24

In other

words, the average Mexicano is overwhelmingly biologically indigenous.

Mexika and Mexikayotl
Crónica mexicáyotl (1598), an
invaluable late sixteenth-century book by Fernando Alvarado Tezozómoc that documents the
history of the Mexica-Tenochca people.25 According to one of the earliest comprehensive
Nahuatl dictionaries, Diccionario de la lengua nahuatl o Mexicana (1885), by Rémi Siméon, the
term mexicáyotl
26

In its modern context among Mexican indigenists who call themselves Mexika,

the term has come to mean mexicanidad: the quality or characteristic of being Mexican, also
known as Mexicanness or Mexicanity. Scholars from Mexico have collectively labeled the
el movimiento de la mexicanidad
27

in t

13

The term Mexika variously spelled Mexikah, Mexica, and Mexihca

is the plural form

indigenists who follow the modern Mexikayotl tradition or belong to Aztec dance groups.

. The term
itself is derived from the name of the main ethnic group of the Aztec alliance, the Mexica, and
the names of the Federal District and the country of Mexico get their name from it as well.28 For
some indigenists, the term Mexika is used as an umbrella term that describes all Mexican tribal

29

Further still, among the more purist adherents, the term is applied only to those who

are actively engaged or immersed in Mexikayotl. There is a lot of variance in its usage and
should be viewed through a spectrum that includes social, cultural, and political motivations.

Neo-Aztec and Neo-Mexika
-

-

-

various interpretations depending on the focus of the subject, but in general they refer to post-

affinity towards things pertaining to a romanticized version of Aztec society and culture. The
earliest manifestations of this phenomenon date to the end of the sixteenth-century when criollos
began admiring the grandeur of a civilization that their forbearers destroyed just a few
generations earlier. One of the earliest scholars to address this cultural phenomenon was the
storian John
Leddy Phelan introduced the subject to the English-

14

gradually adopted the Aztec world of pre30

In recent scholarship, the term has been applied to ethnic Mexicans who have an
-Mexika

-

usage in the early 2000s in online forums and discussion boards.31 In these public message
boards, ethnic Mexicans that were critical of Chicana/os calling themselves Mexica (Mexika)
began to use it pejoratively against them for adopting an indigenous identity that has been
defunct since the conquest. Scholars looking into this trend started using it without clearly
danzantes

picture. As it will be used here, neo-Mexika will refer to those individuals who advocated for
and actively worked toward restoring Mexico to its ancient indigenous glory.

Methodology
First and foremost, this is an intellectual history of ethnic Mexican indigeneity with a
special focus on Texas. A few scholars have approached the subject through the lens of Benedict

criollo

context of this dissertation.32 His insight into the origin of Mexican nationalism is crucial in
discussing the evolution of Mexican indigenism and the various forms it took on its way to the
twentieth-century. Brading argues that the origins of Mexican nationalism can be traced to

15

insurgent heroes, initiated the tradition of indigenismo.
This study is also heavily influenced by the work of Forbes

possibly the first scholar to

associate Chicana/os with indigeneity, as well as the work of historian John R. Chávez who was
one of the first Chicano scholars to seriously entertain the notion of ethnic Mexican indigeneity.
More recently, some Chicana/o authors have also recognized the importance of moving beyond
the nod towards Indianness one usually finds in the scholarship, to an actual serious exploration
of Indian identity in relation to that of the Chicana/o. For instance, Juan Gómez-Quiñones, a
prominent Chicano historian, published Indigenous Quotient/Stalking Words: American Indian
Heritage as Future where he argues in favor of using an indigene-centric analytical framework
to counter Western-centric scholarship which often dismisses the experiences of Native people
Chicana/os included.
Gómez-

book is divided into two essays. The first offers a critique of Western

historiography and its hegemony over the indigenous people of the Americas. The second essay
develops an indigenous based framework of analysis that addresses the issues raised in the first.
The second essay also advocates for an ideologically autonomous epistemology that privileges
indigenous knowledge.33 Gómez-

ideas of the pro-Indigenistas of the late twentieth century in both the United States and Mexico
who upheld the social welfare and intellectual heritage of the Indigenous as high personal and
34

Gómezexample of indigenismo cited above. He uses it in reference to the contemporaneous set of ideas

16

that embody an indigenous worldview that essentially seeks to correct past injustices and
wrongdoings by colonial and republican states. Navigating all of these terms can be
overwhelming, and Gómezthese terms

Indian, Native, Amerindian, Primal, and even Indigenous

present to scholars.

Fully aware of this dilemma, he provides a working hypothesis that, coupled with the definition
of indigeneity I provided above, will help expand my proposed analysis:

Being Indigenous is the conscious experience of Native descent and lived culture
historically situated in the Americas; of a historical memory related to awareness of a
Native group membership; and of an ethos that recognizes exploitation and
discrimination, past, present and future.35

-Quiñones limits the
discussion of indigeneity to the Western Hemisphere. Yet, his definition echoes that of scholars
looking at indigenous people in other parts of the world, particularly on the consequences of

Above all, Gómez-Quiñones is promoting ethnic Mexican indigeneity while implying
internal colonial theory as well. Here, a brief explanation of the theory is useful. Chávez

a racial or ethnic group in its own homeland within the boundaries of a larger state dominated by
36

Early in the development of Chicano scholarship, internal colonial theory

underscored much of the work that dealt with ethnic Mexicans. The seminal Chicano text by
Rod

,

(1972), is

perhaps the best example of this trend.37
the theory lost favor largely because of
17

criticism from the academy. This resulted in its eventual abandonment in favor of Marxist and
other social theories.
Even though internal colonialism does not figure prominently here, it informs my
analysis of Chicana/o indigeneity. On this matter, Chicano sociologist Tomás Almaguer is worth
38

That comment by Almaguer is from an article discussing the application of the theory on the
ethnic Mexican people of the Southwest. The undeniable connection between race, class, and
occupation; the colonization of a geographic space; and its impact on the self-perception of the
colonized reveals the relevance of the internal colonial model. Furthermore, any study of ethnic
Mexican indigeneity has to contend with the complicated subject of colonizer versus colonized
in relation to Mexican Americans. Are they a colonized group, the colonizers themselves, or a
combination of both? There are no simple answers, and perhaps this explains why academics
have found it easier to reject internal colonialism in favor of other theories that more or less
dismiss Chicana/o indigeneity outright.39
As the number of ethnic Mexicans who assert and embrace their indigeneity increases,
the dismissiveness of scholars has become even more obvious. For example, a common
response from academicians regarding ethnic Mexican claims of indigeneity, specifically in
danzantes

ualify because they are simply

mestizos
40

Take for example an exchange that occurred at

dies Conference Imagining Latina/o Studies: Past, Present,

after asking some of the presenters if they had consulted with local danza circles during their
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resear

, not truly
41

As a result, academics who deny the validity of ethnic Mexican indigeneity

contribute to the negative attitude that permeates the social discourse about the very idea.
In the non-academic sphere, xenophobic critics also call into question ethnic Mexican
indigeneity. These people often resort to vitriolic and ad-hominem attacks while ridiculing the
very idea of ethnic Mexican indigeneity. One of the ways they have done this is by using
42

This term originated with Native

scholars, such as Vine Deloria Jr. and the controversial Ward Churchill, who used it to criticize
43

In recent years, xenophobes and racists have also

applied such terms to ethnic Mexicans in an attempt to deny them, particularly immigrants, a
sense of belonging in the U.S. The fact that Mexican and Chicana/o people assert their
Indianness undermines the claims made by racist nativists that they (white people) are the only
legitimate inhabitants north of the Rio Grande. Ironically, nativism is not exclusive to Anglos
and Americans. The problematic sentiment is also partially responsible for the rise of indigenist
discourse in Mexico and, by extension, among cultural nationalist Chicana/os.

Lastly, I would be remiss as a scholar if I did not disclose some facts about my intimate
connection to the subject at hand. I am of ethnic Mexican descent, and I grew up with a strong
Chicano identity that provoked a profound interest in the history of my indigenous ancestors. As
an adult, my curiosity turned into a way of life after meeting and joining a local Aztec dance
troupe/cultural community (calpulli) in my hometown.44 It was through this calpulli that I was
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exposed not only to danza, but also to the temazcallis
revisionist pseudo-history promoted in Mexikayotl ideology. In this discourse, inventions and
misinformation are projected onto the past without much evidence and are often justified by an
authority figure, such as an elder or a leader within the community. Some of these claims
include the outright denial of multiple god worship

a proposition that ironically promotes a

Western monotheistic approach to indigenous spirituality. Other claims include the denial of
human sacrifice and anthropophagy which are dismissed as Spanish fabrications meant to
demonize indigenous people and their culture. Also worth noting is the outright invention of
words, phrases, and toponyms that are not found in the historical record. All of these issues are
addressed in the pages that follow. In sum, this dissertation is an attempt to shed light on the
its unconventional ideas, and the way cultural nationalist
Chicana/os adopted it in opposition to colonialist and Eurocentric identities.
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Chapter 1
ANTECEDENTS OF INDIGENOUS MEXICAN IDENTITIES, 1492-1810

Introduction
For the origins of indigenous Mexican identities among modern ethnic Mexican people,
one must start at the very beginning of the fateful encounter between Americans and Europeans
in 1492. The world-changing consequences of that event continue reverberating to the present.
Analyses of Columbus abound and will not be treated at length here; however, a brief revision of
that subject is necessary in understanding the process that produced indigeneity. That entails
pithily deconstructing the European gaze directed towards Americans during the early years of
contact. The debate over what the proper appellation for that event
y

is

acknowledged but not addressed here. In keeping with the tradition set by Mexikas, the term
is an apt description that
describes that experience. Those two terms are used interchangeably throughout the text.
In discussing how one set of people perceives another, consider how humans, as a social
species, naturally gravitate towards like-minded individuals and conglomerate into groups that
share similar traits. These traits include physical appearance, cultural habits, philosophical
musings, ideological tenets, and spiritual beliefs. Groups will use any one of these traits as a
means of distinguishing themselves and cast judgment on those who are from the out-group, the
25

proverbial quintessential

Identities are born and shaped this way. On an individual

level, a

their surroundings, and those that

are not alike are seen as belonging to a different group. The concept of identity itself is a recent
development in social science dating to the middle of the twentieth-century with the work of the
Erik H. Erikson.1 Contemporary scholarship stresses that:

through experience and linguistically coded. In developing their identities, people draw
on culturally available resources in their immediate social networks and in society as a
whole. The process of identity-construction is therefore one upon which the
contradictions and dispositions of the surrounding social-cultural environment have a
powerful impact.2

Given the explanation above, the emergence of a distinct novohispano identity with ties to
Europe but defined by its immediate environment

makes sense. Historically speaking, this

phenomenon is one that has reproduced itself innumerable times over the course of human
existence. It helps explain the appearance of the many distinct cultural groups around the world
since the dawn of our species. These cultural groups are referred to as ethnicities which in short

3

which are se

This process was at work since the very beginning of American and European contact,
the first example of which comes from the Norse of the thirteenth-century. The very first
mention of indigenous Americans by
were written about three centuries before Columbus.4 The Norse called the indigenous people
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is no conclusive definition or etymology of the term, but scholars agree that it was used as a
pejorative to describe the indigenous people as an out-group. Historically speaking, the Norse
encounters with arctic Natives are inconsequential, for it was Columbus who had the lasting
indio
to the Native inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere.5
The people who first met Columbus when he made landfall on the Bahamian island of
Guanahani (which he renamed San Salvador) were Lucayan Tainos, an Arawak people whose
linguistic and cultural family tree extended down to parts of Central and South America. 6 On
indios
ignorance of the fact that he had actually stumbled on a continent previously unknown to
Europeans. Thereafter, the term indio (pl. indios) was adopted almost universally and used as
nts. The process of othering and
dehumanizing Native peoples followed almost immediately, and denying the humanity of the
indios justified the atrocities committed in the name of European and religious superiority. Over
time, the term indio was racialized and its meaning devolved into a derogatory label associated
with ignorance, backwardness, and slave worthiness.7
The idea of othering can be traced throughout human history, but the specific way of
framing the indigenous other in America was borrowed from an older tradition among
Mediterranean peoples, especially the one that divided Christian Europe from the Islamic world
and Native African societies. Indigenous Americans fit into the European system of racial
categorization and demonization, because Europeans perceived them as deficient and subhuman,
a view that justified their massacre, oppression, and enslavement. The precipitous decline of
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indigenous populations in the Western Hemisphere was so dramatic that there is controversy
over if it justifies
Scholars disagree about the population size before European invasion as well as the
number killed as a result of the conquest and colonization, but the devastation incurred by the
Native peoples is undeniable. Some estimates place the death toll at roughly ninety-percent by
the seventeenth-century.8 Whether one agrees that the estimates are accurate, too high, or not
high enough, there is no debate over the atrocities that were committed, first by the Spanish and
later by other European colonizers

such as the English, Portuguese, French and Dutch.

With the prevailing ruling American societies beaten and subdued, the process of
rebuilding and remaking them in the image of the victors followed. A curious occurrence
surfaced during the process of building a new society on the ruins of the old one, some of the
victors slowly assumed the identity of the vanquished. In clearer terms, the Spanish who
invaded, conquered, and settled the Americas, began conceiving themselves as the inheritors of

governed, Spaniards inserted themselves as the next phase in the historical continuum of Mexico.
Thus, the descendants of the conquistadors and the first settlers started considering themselves as
9

American born Spaniards. Dutifully, they swore allegiance to the Spanish monarchs, but when
pressed on the matter, their love of the American homeland was paramount. These types of
sentiments, although organically generated at the local level, spread readily throughout the
colonies and the writings of colonial thinkers made them salient. It is through the work of the
early colonial writers, coupled with the rise of patriotism, that indigenist sentiments first came to
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light in the early colonial period. Before indigenism materialized, though, reasonable voices
protest

los indios

The Early Spanish Chroniclers
As early as 1516 (only a quarter of century after initial contact), Bartolomé de las
Casas

the outspoken Dominican friar, published the Memorial de Remedios para las Indias.

By all accounts, this was the first vociferous protest against the horrific treatment of Indians by
the hands of Europeans. Las Casas states that the purpose of the Memorial is to present the
10

Where Columbus ponders on the superficial racial Other, Las Casas contemplates on the
indigenous abstractly through a theological and philosophical lens. Perhaps the first to do so, he
accomplishes this through his ethnographic work found in the General History of the Indies
(1561) and the Apologetic Summary History of the People of These Indies (not published until
1874).11

Valladolid debate

(1550 1551) with Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda who argued that the Native people were naturally
inferior, should be forcefully pacified, and were destined to serve Christian Europeans in
perpetuity. Las Casas countered that indigenous people were free in the natural order and that,
according to Catholic theology, they deserved the same treatment as everyone else.
The work of Las Casas is important because he gave an early voice to the indigenous
others, the subalterns, who could not speak nor defend themselves against their rapidly changing
world. He was not alone. There were other sixteenth-century chroniclers that, despite their
Eurocentrism, documented indigenous history, language, and culture and engaged in invaluable
ethnographic work. These chroniclers were mainly members of mendicant religious orders, such

29

as the Franciscan friars Andrés de Olmos, Bernardino de Sahagún, Gerónimo de Mendieta, and
the Dominican Diego de Duran. Unfortunately, the important work of some of these authors
went unpublished for several centuries.12
Of those that were published in this period, the Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva
España (1575 77) by Fray Bernardino de Sahagún (Franciscan) is perhaps the most well
known.13 The Historia General was a massive project that took almost thirty years to complete,
of which the Florentine Codex is the most famous and extant manuscript in the tome. The codex
consists of 2,400 pages and is organized into twelve books. It has approximately 2,500
illustrations that were drawn by indigenous artists using American and European techniques.
Considered the first American anthropologist, Sahagún pioneered various techniques in the study
of living peoples and their societies, especially ethnography. He also encouraged saving a record
of the information in its native language, and thus, the alphabetic text of the Florentine Codex is
bilingual. Both Spanish and Nahuatl appear on opposing folios which are complemented by
illustrations produced by the Native informants in a European style. Among the many things the
codex documents, it relates the history, religion, and culture of Aztec society, including the
invasion and subsequent conquest of Mexico from the Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco point of view.
The work of Sahagún and his Native informants is invaluable, but not without its
problems. Scholars now acknowledge that the Florentine Codex is a narrative that is steeped in
European influence, and a perfect example of that is found in the supposed omens that predicted
the fall of Tenochtitlan and the Aztec empire. Upon closer inspection, the omens are heavily
Lives

Pharsalia, and the History of the Jews by Josephus. All
he

Franciscan College of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, where the story of the omens first appeared in
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14
15

meta-narrative, divided the omens in two categories

seeming accuracy the arrival of Eu
groups

16

In his

By looking at seven different indigenous

the Tainos, Tarascans, Aztecs, Incas, Maya, Micmac, and Sioux

Lunenfeld argues

maintaining, in fact, all had been preordained by their own gods. Predictions thus can be

With regard to the Aztecs, Lunenfeld selected a prophecy given to Fray Diego de Duran
(Dominican) by Texcoco informants. Texcocans were rivals of the Mexica, and they partly
blamed them for the demise of the Aztec empire and Anahuac as a whole. The story they tell is
one of presentiment that paints Moctezuma as an insecure tyrant fearful of the omens foretold by
his soothsayers and clairvoyants. As such, the result of the conquest is upstreamed to fit the
reality of the Spanish invasion and subsequent conquest. The blame for the downfall of the

empire from the Spanish intruders is interpreted through the paradigm of Aztec religion,
philosophy, and his
small groups which had been conquered and absorbed many times, providing a fund of accounts
which lent themselves to reuse. The Spanish could thus be comprehended as another conquering
17

In this sense, Moctezuma is still a tragic figure,

albeit a redeemed one fulfilling his role in the inevitable fulfillment of prophecy. Taking this
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plies to those Spaniards who viewed
themselves as the inheritors of Anahuac. Just as the Olmec, Teotihuacan, Maya, and Toltec
societies before them, the Aztec gave way to the latest rulers of the land

the Spanish.18 Thus,

the prophetic omens were accepted as fact, because they confirmed and legitimized Spanish rule.
As a result, countless stories depicting a fearful Moctezuma resigned to his fate and that of his
people continue unabated. It is refreshing, however, to see scholars take a more critical look at
the Spanish sources.19

like Sepulveda, was at odds with the notion that Native people had any rights worth respecting.
Motolinía one of the twelve Franciscans in the first formal religious expedition to arrive in New
Spain in 1524

t

Benavente
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His published writings are a key

source for the history and ethnography of the Nahuas of central Mexico in the immediate postconquest period as well as the challenges of Christian evangelization.21 Motolinía perceived Las

campaign promoting the protection of the natural rights and humanity of indigenous people,
Motolinía supported their subjugation and did all he could to vilify the Dominican. While
Spanish chroniclers debated on the rights and humanity of indigenous people, descendants of
indigenous nobles were also busy putting ink to paper.
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Early Indigenous Writers
By the late sixteenth-century, indigenous writers started documenting the history of their

Native informants had been, they could document the past more freely. Nonetheless, they still
had to be careful not to cross the lines set by the Catholic Church if they wanted to avoid being
labeled a heretic. Also worth mentioning is the collaborationist approach that many indigenous
leaders directed towards the new order. It is now understood that much of the rhetorical
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In their attempts, many Native leaders (writers included) found ways that

reconciled their position of subordination with the dominance of their immediate familial
ancestors. One of these methods involved producing literary works that narrated the history of
their particular ethnic group i.e. Mexica, Texcocan, Tlaxcalan, etc.

in triumphalistic fashion

while placing blame for the fall of Mexico on their neighbors.
These narratives were also self-serving in that they allowed authors a way to announce
their aristocratic pedigree on both their indigenous and Spanish sides. That is why writers, such
as Diego Muñoz Camargo, Chimalpahin, Ixtlilxóchitl, and Tezozómoc, are usually referred to as

(mestizo
view they presented, although heavily Hispanicized, was distinctively indigenous in nature. That
is the line of thought in which they are presented here.
One of the earliest independent indigenous writers in colonial Mexico was Diego Muñoz
Camargo. He is mainly known for Historia de Tlaxcala (1585) which focuses on the postconquest period and highlights the religious, cultural, and military history of the Tlaxcalan
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people.23 Muñoz-Camargo was the illegitimate offspring of Diego Muñoz (a conquistador) and
an unidentified indigenous woman. He was raised in Mexico City as a child, and through his

nahuatlato, Muñozranching estate before

cacica

noblewoman), his wealth and prestige increased significantly. As an indigenous noble through
marriage, Muñoz-Camargo extracted tribute and sometimes even abused his position of power.24
Although not emblematic of all Indian elites, Muñozfrom both Spanish and Native lineages for the source of their legitimacy and authority.
The next indigenous chronicler of interest is Domingo Francisco de San Antón Muñón
Chimalpahin Quauhtlehuanitzin

usually referred to simply as Chimalpahin. His respective
25

Although he claimed noble indigenous descent, the connection was very distant and therefore
meaningless in colonial Mexico.26 He is known for many works that have shed light on gender,
politics, race relations, and Aztec society as well as his own time. The most important of his
surviving works are the Relaciones and the Diario
between the years 1589 through 1615, and is based on testimony from Indigenous persons. In
one account, he even noted when two separate
in
27

yehuantin Japon tlaca pipiltin inmacehualhuan

His other

manuscripts supply lists of indigenous rulers and nobles, Spanish viceroys, and archbishops and
inquisitors of Mexico.

34

elite and noble pipiltin and the macehualtin (commoners) in the post-conquest period. His texts
also elucidate on the growing awareness by Natives of the mutli-ethnic and cultural diversity that

Japon tlaca
chipahuac
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iztalectic

His work came at a time when older terms used by nahuatlatos to
nican ti tlaca

macehuales

(Hispanicized version of macehualtin). This was in response to the growing displacement of
Native nobility by their mestizo descendants who were largely concerned with scaling the caste
ladder upwards. Among indigenous people, the indio moniker never had any currency and nican
ti tlaca

which basically meant indigenous

lost relevance because of mestizaje and movement;

the term macehual
seventeenth-century.
Fifteen years after Chimalpahin published Historia de Tlaxcala, another important
indigenous author surfaced. His name was Hernando (Fernando) de Alvarado Tezozómoc, and
is commonly referred to simply by his Nahuatl name.29 In 1598, Tezozómoc penned Crónica
mexicana and its Nahuatl counterpart, Crónica mexicáyotl. In them, he chronicled the history of
the Aztecs, from the Aztlan migration story and the first tlatoani (ruler), Acamapichtli, to the
Spanish appointed caciques in the mid- sixteenth-century.30 A descendant of Moctezuma,
Tezozómoc wrote the Crónicas to document his noble lineage and to offer an Aztec perspective
on central Mexican history. The Crónica Mexicana was T

like

a number of early colonial manuscripts, only a privileged few knew of its existence until it was
published in the early nineteenth-century.31
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Conversely, the Crónica mexicáyotl (the Nahuatl edition) was a more condensed version
of the Crónica Mexicana. In 1949, Joaquín García Icazbalceta, Mexican philologist and
historian, found the Nahuatl document in the Boturini collection (now held in Paris) and had it
published with a side-by-side Spanish translation.32 Besides the historical and cultural
significance of the document, its importance lies in the fact that this was the first instance of the
mexicáyotl appearing in literature relating to the study of Aztec society. This is not to say
that it was unknown prior to the publication of Crónica mexicáyotl, because followers of the
Mexikayotl movement (MM) had begun using it as early as 1947, but it was still a virtually an
unknown concept at this time.33 After publication, the term mexicáyotl gained prominence, in
particular with indigenists who started applying it their neo-Aztec version of Mexican
nationalism.
Equally important is T
earliest authors that provided an indigene-centric, post-invasion historical monograph on the
aftermath of the conquest. T

writers in Mexico who paved the

way for indigenism and the notion of Mexican indigeneity itself. One of these writers was
Fernando de Alva Cortés Ixtlilxóchitl, a descendant of an indigenous leader who sided with
Cortés during the invasion.
Known simply as Alva Ixtlilxóchitl, he was a direct descendant of Ixtlilxóchitl I and
Ixtlilxóchitl II, previous tlahtoque (speakerscacicazgo (chieftanship) and, as a mestizo of means, received a Spanish education.34 Other
notable people in his family tree included Cuitláhuac (the penultimate ruler of Tenochtitlan) and
Moctezuma under whose rule the Aztec empire fell. For many years, scholars considered Alva
Ixtlilxóchitl a person who was emblematic of the emerging Mexican identity in the early
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seventeenth-century. That identity reflected the growing mixed Spanish/Indian heritage that
colonials were beginning to embrace. Before this change, Spaniards considered mestizos either
American or European based on the culture they had been absorbed into. In this model, the
amount of Spanish ancestry was inconsequential. In simple terms, mestizos that lived in
indigenous communities were indios, and those born into Spanish families were considered at the
very least criollos if not españoles.35 This point is elaborated later in the chapter.
Being from Texcoco, an indigenous community, Alva Ixtlilxóchitl regarded himself as an
indigenous person, a view that inflected his writings with a pro-Indian bias.36 The two texts that
he is most known for are the Relación histórica de la nación tulteca (Relación) completed in
1608

and Historia chichimeca finished in 1640.37 Both of these works deal with much of the

The Relación is an account of important events that occurred in New Spain as well as those of
the Toltec civilization that preceded the Mexica-Aztec. It contains writing fragments, songs, and
gives a detailed account of the major role that his great-grandfather Don Fernando Ixtlilxóchitl II
played in the conquest of Mexico. Alva Ixtlilxóchitl lauded Don Fernando for his heroism and
condemned the ungratefulness of the conquerors.
He was very critical of most Spanish chroniclers, but noted that Francisco de Gómara
Spanish historian based in Seville who wrote about Cortés expedition into Mexico

was the best

among his peers. In his criticism, Alva Ixtlilxóchitl followed the example set by Spaniards and
38

By

doing so, he set forth the notion that his proximity to the place and connection to the people of
Mexico granted him greater authority to speak on the matter of the conquest and its aftermath.
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a

His work and indigenous bias later influenced another religious writer and close friend of his,
Franciscan friar Juan de Torquemada.

Native Americanism
Fray Juan de Torquemada is perhaps the first Spaniard to favor an American perspective
toward central Mexico over the European truimphalist approach of his contemporaries. This is
nowhere more evident than in his Monarquía Indiana (1615), published the same year Las
Memorial.39
fieldwork among indigenous groups in Mexico. Interestingly, scholars believe that he also
borrowed much of his text (often without attribution) from other writers, in particular the work of

himself on having done extensive research among the ancient texts and writings of the
indigenous peoples, and the book he later published includes long passages that come nearly
40

Until the nineteenth-century, Monarquía Indiana

was the only authoritative source available on the history of central Mexico, especially of the
Mexica-Aztec. It played an important role in the formation of Mexican nationalism as viewed
through the lens of criollo patriotism which culminated with the Guerra de Independencia de
México, 1810-1821 (Mexican War of Independence).
In his work, Torquemada set out to demonstrate that American antiquity
with the Aztecs

now identified

was comparable, if not equal to, the civilizations of ancient Greece, Rome, and
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Through his analysis of Aztec culture

their

laws, history, government, arts and religion, he found similarities between the Aztecs and the
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ancient Greeks. Comparing Moctezuma I to Alexander the Great, Torquemada commented:

but a man of the most wise in the wo
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In all, despite his affinity for the Aztecs and

indigenous America as a whole, Torquemada held fast to the idea that the devil had been in
control before the Spanish intervened and saved the souls of the intelligent, but spiritually
misguided, Natives. There was no easy absolution of indigenous sin other than to apologize for
it.
The Aztec apologetics came mainly from criollo authors and thinkers writing many years
after Torquemada, and it took over a hundred years for another influential writer to come along
and further the cause of criollo patriotism. That writer was Jesuit Francisco Javier Clavijero.
Born in Veracruz, Clavijero was the son of a criolla mother and a peninsular father. Like many
of his fellow patriots, he also had direct family ties to Spain, a telling circumstance that was true
of many criollo patriots.
In 1780, Clavijero published La Historia Antigua de México, a book that was heavily
influenced by the work of Torquemada. The book begins with a description of Anahuac, and
continues with the story of the Aztec peregrinations. Clavijero establishes the first chronology of
indigenous civilizations and concludes with an account of the invasion, conquest, and ends with
the imprisonment of Cuauhtémoc the last tlahtoani (speaker-ruler) of an independent MexicoTenochtitlan. He touches on all aspects of Aztec social organization, including religion, politics,
warfare, and culture. As Torquemada and Las Casas before him, Clavijero was highly critical of
the conquest and the actions taken by the conquistadors. He also promoted a positive view of
indigenous societies that described them as mostly good and peaceful. According to historian
David A. Brading, Clavijero and his fellow Jesuits were largely responsible for canonizing the
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indigenous past, in particular Aztec history, and making it more palatable to the criollos that now
identified with it. If Torquemada had reservations about the supposed demonic presence in
Aztec thought and culture, Clavijero dispensed with the religious misgivings and set the stage for
sensible Aztec apologetics. Additionally, with the sanitation of the Aztec past, Clavijero made it
easier for criollos to appropriate the Mesoamerican past while stripping his indigenous
contemporaries of their own history and weaving it into the grievance narrative that was slowly
defining criollo identity.
As if cultural appropriation was not enough, criollos also began calling themselves
mexicanos, a label that previously had been used exclusively in reference only to nahuatlatos
the Nahuatl-speaking people of central Mexico, including the Aztecs. In similar fashion, English
colonists also adopted the label
Indians

a term that was used solely to refer to American

as a self referent to distinguish between themselves and the European born. 43

colonialism, and the attitudes that emanated from the feelings of patriotism reverberated through
the eighteenth-century. Although novohispanos favored a native view of themselves, they also
understood that their Spanish heritage was the source of their privileged position in the colonial
caste system. The power struggle in that rivalrous environment helped shape the loyalties of
people like Clavijero who sided with the place of his birth.
In addition to redeeming the Aztec past, Clavijero also addressed the unflattering and
gross misconceptions that were circulating in Europe about America and its native inhabitants.
What was even more egregious to him was the fact that many of these commentators had never
even set foot on American soil. One such character was Georges-Louis Leclerc, better known as
Histoire Naturelle (1747) sparked impassioned responses by many
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criollo
where

more beast than man, generally incapable of improving his environment, sexually inadequate,
44

Interestingly, Thomas Jefferson also took great exception to
Notes on the State

of Virginia (1785).45
enced other European authors, such as Oliver Goldsmith, R.
Brooke, and Peter Kalm, but the one who struck a nerve with proto-Mexican patriots was
Cornelius de Pauw a Dutch thinker who specialized in ethnology and philosophy. In his
Buffonesque work entitled Recherches philosophiques sur les Americains (1768anti-Americanism, antiprevailed just a few generations before were in full display. His image of indigenous Americans
was so distorted and racially biased that he gave them no credit for any prior achievements or for

e keeps them in the slavery into which
it has cast them, or else in the savage way of life from which they have not to the courage to
46

If those environmental arguments that denigrated indigenous intelligence in general

by painting Indians as timorous and incompetent were not enough, de Pauw extended his disdain
to criollos
damage is done. They regress instead of advancing, and forget so much of what they have
47

learned t
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Clavijero launched a defense of novohispano society by calling into question the
teleological aspect of European triumphalism. In response to de Pauw, Clavijero furiously
replied:

I
inferior to those of the Europeans; that they are capable of all the sciences, including the
among the
Americans would be seen philosophers, mathematicians and theologians who could take
their places with the most famous of Europe.48

In his defense of indigenous societies

especially the Aztec

against the facile argument by de

Pauw and others that their easy overthrow reflected poorly on them, Clavijero retorted:

The causes of the speed with which the Spaniards seized America have been partly
destruction, which
the better military discipline of the conquerors are added to the artillery weapons; if the
discord that divided the conquered is attached, it will be seen that there is no reason to
censor the cowardice of those people, or to marvel at the violent disorder suffered by the
new world. Imagine, Mr. De Paw, that at the time of the thundering and cruel factions of
Sila, and Mario, the Athenians had invented artillery and other guns, and assembled
conquest of Italy. Do you not believe that they would not have succeeded in spite of the
power of Sila, of the courage and discipline of the Roman legions, or their sheer number,
their machines, and fortified cities?49

In these defenses of the Aztecs and their comparisons to the classical European societies of
antiquity, the blueprint for Mexican nationalism based on assuming the role of the vanquished
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and standing in opposition to Spain and Europe slowly took shape. By the end of the eighteenthcentury, the trope of a Mexican nation
coupled with criollo patriotism

whose roots are tied to ancient Aztec grandeur and

becomes a unifying symbol in the growing discontent among

proto-Mexicans disillusioned with their position in relation to Spain.

Criollos and Peninsulares
The roots of mexicano identity lie with that of the criollo, and it is necessary to comment
briefly on that term in order to better understand the patriotic sentiment that developed among
American born Spaniards. This is important, because Mexican nationalism grew out of that preindependence patriotism, and that in turn led to the nativist notion of mexicanidad and its
indigenous parallel, Mexikayotl. The criollo identity emerged in New Spain in opposition to the
identity of a Spaniard born in Europe who was called a peninsular

on account that they were

born on the Iberian Peninsula. Historians have long commented on the antagonism between
peninsulares and criollos, but the work of Brading is the most compelling on this subject.
Brading brilliantly connected criollo patriotism to neo-Aztecism, and showed how the blending
of those ideas gave rise to Mexican nationalism and indigenist thought among Mexican elites.50
The combination of these concepts developed a sense among criollos that they were the
inheritors of the Aztec greatness prior to the conquest. This patriotism arose because of the
resentment criollos felt towards peninsulares who looked down on them for being born in the
Americas. Despite the fact that criollos prided themselves in being of pure Spanish blood, the
antagonism and snubs they received from peninsulares helped foster a reaction against the
Iberian born. Although not yet fully formed, the native cultural appropriation that runs through
the course of Mexican history is detectable in this power struggle. Of course, cultural
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appropriation was not unique to novohispanos. There is an eighteenth-century echo among the
English colonists of North America and their self-perception in the lead up to the American
Revolution.51
Phillip J. Deloria has explored the topic of native cultural appropriation (although he does
not call it that) in British America. He provides numerous examples of English colonists
appropriating American Indian dress and culture for their own social and political aims. Of
course, there is the famous example of the Boston Tea Party (1773) where demonstrators
disguised themselves as Mohawks in defiance of the Tea Act. Radical examples like those were
anomalous prior to the revolution. Before then, most examples of colonial Indian role-play
manifested in more innocuous forms, such as the Tammany societies and the May Day festivals.
As Deloria points out:

When Indian garbed proto-Americans wound around the maypole, they celebrated not
only the departed Tammany, but also his heir apparent themselves. The rituals worked
people from the land, the destruction of the old cycle, the dawning of another era in
which successor Americans would enjoy their new world.52

53

Hence, by assuming the identity of a mythical Indian

leader through a hybridized ceremony composed of European and American elements, these
themselves as natives to the land.
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Although there are many parallels, there is a key difference between the Anglo and
Hispanic strands. The criollos saw themselves as more than just Spaniards born on Mexican
soil. They began to see themselves as the actual inheritors of the Mesoamerican past, in
particular that of Aztec greatness. In contrast, English colonists used the mythos of the Indian to
suit their purposes, but expressed no tradition of being the inheritors of a great Indian past.
Furthermore, influential American writers
acclaiming the greatness of a bygone indigenous era in English North America are anomalous.
The novohispano affinity to the glorious Aztec is linked to Clavijero and Torquemada who
exalted indigenous society. Although they did not proactively encourage indigenismo among
criollos, their writings artfully tapped into the emerging patriotic zeitgeist of colonial Mexico.

The Rise of Neo-Aztecism
At the start of the seventeenth-century, an idea that had been fomenting for decades
slowly rose to prominence among criollos

a sort of nostalgia for the romanticized glory days of

the swashbuckling conquistadors and their exploits.54 A good way of understanding this
romantic sentiment is to compare it to the adulatory rhetoric surrounding that of the United
a fervent reverence that borders on the religious. As far
as sympathetic criollos were concerned, the conquistadors and their descendants deserved eternal
fame, massive material wealth, and the perpetual admiration from all Spaniards. More
importantly, criollos opined that conquistador descendants deserved the right to ruler over New
Spain and have aristocratic land-rights that would carry over to their would-be hidalgo
descendants. In the minds of many criollos, the tenacious audacity of adventurers like Hernan
Cortes and Bernal Diaz del Castillo made Spain a major player on the European stage. 55
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This seemingly contradictory position between criollo claims as native inheritors and
conquistador descendants is explained two fold. On the one hand, criollos

as the beneficiaries

of the conquest, celebrated the victorious conquistadors with whom they identified with in terms
of biology and ruling power. On the other, criollos exalted the Aztec in recognition of their

empires. As descendants of the victors, criollos assumed that rulership of Anahuac was theirs,
and that the establishment of New Spain made the transfer of legitimacy complete.
As these sentiments grew among politically and economically disenfranchised criollos,
sympathetic authors began publishing material that expressed a resentment which punctuated the
dispossession they personally experienced. This sense of loss and despair hung over, not just the
criollos, but also among the mestizo descendants of elite Spaniards and the conquistadors. The
criollo/mestizo versus peninsular atmosphere that already existed became increasingly
exacerbated with the influx of colonists from Europe, prompting reactions from writers like

stores, taverns and other low occupations are today in possession of the best and most
honourable positions in the country, whereas the descendants of those who conquered and settled
56

Gómez de Cervantes decried the favoritism

that placed peninsulares, even those of lowly status, above the descendants of the conquerors and
first settlers.
Outcries such as these were the result of numerous factors colliding at that moment, one
of which was the drastic reduction of indigenous workers in the encomiendas.57 For many
criollos, their livelihood depended on the back-breaking work of the lowly, non-elite indios who
had been reduced to working for Spaniards under slave-like conditions in order to provide the
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usual demands of metals, maize, wheat, and agricultural products by the encomendero (the
grantee). According to criollo critics, the solution was simple: find a way to allocate more
indigenous workers to replace their losses. If that failed, they demanded greater representation in
positions of public office to counter the imbalance of power between the native born and the
interloping newcomers. By the start of the seventeenth-century, this antagonism was so
widespread in Spanish America that Antonio de la Calancha, a Peruvian criollo, also decried his
the
58

Thus, Calancha like his Mexican counterpart Gómez de Cervantes

lamented the preferential treatment automatically given to Iberian transplants in the Spanish
colonies.

Cronica de Castas
The distrust between criollos and peninsulares was mutual, but for the Iberian born,
prejudice towards criollos stemmed in large part because they were deemed genealogically
tainted due to their American birth. This denigratory perception was a major item of concern for
prominent criollos that as late as 1746 Dr. Andrés de Arce y Miranda, lawyer and theologian
from Puebla, wrote about a very particular manifestation of this prejudice. Dr. Arce y Miranda
had been offended upon seeing a set of paintings depicting inter-racial couples being shipped to
Spain. He believed these images portrayed an impure Spanish lineage among criollos and
reinforced the negative stereotype that people in Spain had of novohispanos.59 As an author, he
was also concerned that Europeans would think that criollos
60
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all of mixed blood which
limpieza de

sangre
system that categorized individuals based on blood quantum.61
Whether or not novohispanos were pure Spanish

a problematic assertion in itself was

of no consequence to peninsulares who benefitted from the de facto hierarchy produced by the
colonial caste system. This caste system basically followed this basic order: peninsulares,
criollos, mestizos, indios, mulatos, and negros. Other than the labels india/o and mestiza/o
(terms that still endure today), most of these categories disappeared by the turn of the nineteenthcentury and were virtually extinct by the time of Mexican independence. Nonetheless the
paintings that so concerned Dr. Arce y Miranda are now known as th
paintings depicted the shockingly high number of separate categories describing mixtures upon
mixtures of Indians, Africans, and Spanish. In all, the caste categories created by the Spanish
surpasses the number fifty.62 Interesti
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in New Spain, reveal that societal norms regarding
inter-racial mixing were not as taboo as one would expect from a stratified society.
Historian Rebecca Earle posits that the paintings and the myriad labels did not reflect the
realities of the caste society. Identity of an individual was fluid and changed over time

individual. Additionally, most indigenous women who were married to Spaniards, especially

paintings were more about creating a narrative of sexual pleasure to satisfy the exotic curiosities
of Europeans. Through the use of imagery and narrative, peninsulares correctly assumed that,
despite their claims to pure Spanish ancestry, criollos were principally a mestizo population.
Earle supports this notion stating that:
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The term mestizo first appeared around the 1530s. Prior to that point, the children of
Europeans and Amerindians were usually classified as either European or Amerindian;
they were not accorded a separate status. Even when mestizo came into widespread use
in the early seventeenth century, not all children of mixed Spanish and indigenous
classified on the basis of the culture into which they were absorbed. 63
Furthermore, Earle points out that this custom of cultural absorption probably accounts for the

of actual Spanish women who immigrated to New Spain in the sixteenth-century.64 Evidence of

Saltatras

Torna atrás

n obvious reference to the diluted blood of
as culturally white

(see Figure 1).

Figure 1:
cm, Private Collection, Mexico.

an and Spaniard, Torna-
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usually the mother

By the eve of Mexican independence, the mestizo label had subsumed all of these strange
and racially tinged categories and became the default biological descriptor of ordinary Mexicans.
The other term that still held currency in this period was that of criollo, but that changed after the
protracted struggle of liberation from Spain. With the birth of the new nation, criollos, many of
whom already called themselves mexicanos abandoned the word in the public sphere.65 The
etymology of the term criollo is interesting and worth mentioning here. It was originally used to
distinguish between black slaves born in America and those brought from Africa. In time, the
term came to refer to any non-indigenous person born in the Americas.66 Interestingly, another
meaning of the term alludes to belonging to the land, or native to it (as opposed to being
imported). This definition helps us understand how criollos
Americans, an identity that was at odds with that of the peninsulares

a label that denoted

foreignness. In this way, many criollos bought into the idea that the Aztec past was their
inheritance and viewed themselves as the rightful rulers of the emergent Mexican nation. Once
criollos internalized the notion that they were native, calling themselves mexicanos was an
obvious step in the evolution of modern Mexican identity. Furthermore, by marking distinctions
between Africans, Native Americans, and Europeans, Spaniards engaged further in the process
of identity formation.

Criollo Patriotism
Criollo patriotism finally came full circle at the start of the nineteenth-century
madre patria

criollo

-Aztequism, Guadalupanism, and a
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repud

criollo patriotism and a proto

Mexican nationalism.67 In the years leading up to the Mexican War of Independence (18101821) people such as Fray Servando Teresa de Mier served as the principle proponents of this
newfound nationalism. His writings ingrained among criollos
Mier popularized the religiously motivated pseudo-history intended to destroy Spanish
legitimacy in the Americas. For example, Brading points
Thomas the Apostle had visited Mesoamerica in the form of the deity Quetzalcoatl and
evangelized to the indigenous people, and that this theory demolished the ideological
justification of Spanish domination.68 Not only did this kind of fanciful pseudo-history serve its
political purpose in Mexico, it fostered a new quasi-religious mythology that allowed for
autochthonous variants of Christianity to emerge in other parts of the Americas.69
Mier did in fact deliver a sermon during the commemoration of the Virgin of
parition on December 12, 1794. In it, he connected Saint Thomas to the virgin
and declared that the apparition had occurred 1,750 years before and not in 1531. Furthermore,
he stated that the pai
in the Americas long before Spanish conquest, and that the cloak had only recently been

appa
provocative and borderline blasphemous by the Archbishop of Mexico, Alonso Núñez de Haro y
Peralta, who excommunicated and exiled him to Spain for ten years. Archbishop Núñez de
criollo
leaders, like Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, used the Guadalupan image as a symbol of Mexico in
their opposition to Spanish rule. Ironically, many of the insurgents

51

mostly the descendants of

the Spanish conquistadors and early settlers

now viewed themselves as the direct inheritors of

70

Nonetheless, the Indian

Conclusion
When Europeans first arrived in the Americas they found a world already inhabited by
numerous ethnic groups whose culture, language, and history differentiated one from the other
just as it did in other parts of the world, like Asia and Europe itself. However, to many
Europeans, it was easier to lump all indigenous people of the Americas into one vast
homogenous group from which they could counter balance their own identities. Through the
essentialization of Native peoples into one uniform entity of indios, Spaniards could then racially
stereotype Native people as lesser than, regardless of ethnic origin or hierarchical status. This
allowed for Spanish indifference towards contemporary indigenous people as they appropriated
the historical continuity of the conquered land while grafting their colonial culture onto that of
the previous dominant force of the country the Aztecs. Before doing so, the negative stigma
associated with the indigenous culture and spirituality necessitated sanitation and excision of its
supposed demons. Juan de Torquemada advanced a more positive view of the Americas and its
indigenous inhabitants, but he also subscribed to the belief that demons and Satan himself had
been in firm control of the New World and its inhabitants. In his view, it was the religious

souls of the sinners. The conquistadors, a once praiseworthy group, were now seen as the
originators of Spanish oppression towards all Mexicans, criollos included. In this sense,
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Torquemada followed
inhumane and barbarous treatment of indigenous people.
The irony in which descendants of the conquistadors and early colonists themselves
assume the role of the oppressed indigenous person must be reiterated. That is not to say that the
plight of those identified as indios was not a consideration for the intellectual elite. Clavijero
dutifully defends them against attacks from prejudicial writers. There is a clear separation,
however, in that criollos did not necessarily have an indio view of themselves despite what some
Europeans thought of them. The association was there nonetheless.
As was shown above, Las Casas

started a trend later picked up by

Spanish writers that followed. Criollos expanded their sympathetic attitudes to include a direct
association with indigenous people. Taking it a step further, they even assumed the position of
nat
civilizations. Native-mestizo writers contributed to the process by producing literary works that
informed the imaginations and accounts of their criollo counterparts. This intellectual milieu
produced a patriotic sentiment among criollos that planted the seeds of Mexican nationalism and,
in turn, fostered the evolution of mexicanidad (Mexicanism) and eventually modern Mexikayotl.
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Chapter 2
INDIGENISMO & MEXICANIDAD, 1810-1910

Introduction
Historian Benjamin Keen perhaps described it best when he stated that there were two
visions of Aztec society that emerged from the conquistador

sources mingle praise and criticism, but in each a favorable or unfavorable viewpoint clearly
1

The division extended further than mere disagreement about the cultural

morality of the Aztecs, Keen found four schools, with three in the Aztec camp and one in the
Spanish corner. Keen noticed a divide between

indigenistas who regard the

achievements of the ancient Mexican civilizations as an integral and valuable part of the national
cultural heritage, and a minority of hispanistas who reject that position, proclaim Cortés the
creator of Mexican nationality, and regard Spain as the sole source of enduring values in
2

Of the three indigenista camps, Keen concluded that the

indigenistas

constituted a majority that was made up of Mexican anthropologists in the tradition of Manuel
Gamio.3
to incorporate living Indians into modern society. The second group of indigenistas Keen does
not qualify with an adjective, but he notes that it was distinguished by extreme anti-Spanish
60

sentiments. This school was best represented by the archeologist Eulalia Guzmán who idealized
the Aztecs to an extreme. Guzmán and her associates played an important role in the formation
of what I call romantic indigenism
lived in idyllic Native utopias before the Spanish invasion disrupted them. Some prevailing
iterations of modern Mexikayotl are an offshoot of that belief.4
The third group of indigenistas was closely associated with another archeologist,

g that she and her supporters regarded Teotihuacán

5

romantic indigenists with a parallel movement that extols the Toltec over the Aztec. In her work,

plumed serpent, had for Pre-colombian [sic] peoples the same evocative force as has the Crucifix
6

Although, there is a small tradition among indigenists of th

Toltecayotl, it has never maintained the same large number of followers as
modern Mexikayotl.7 Despite the differences between both traditions, a feature that these two
had in common was their disdain for the Spanish invasion and destruction of ancient life ways.
Even so, not all Mexican nationalists lionized the Aztecs and vilified the Spanish.
The fourth and final school of thought that Keen describes is that of the hispanistas.
Where the indigenistas were adamantly pro-indigenous, the hispanistas were the exact opposite,
contemptuous of Native culture and eulogistic towards Spain. The most notable proponents of
this school were the historian and Jesuit Mariano Cuevas and José Vasconcelos, the philosopher
who popularized the idea of Mexico being the new nation of the future with its mestizo
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population. He called it the raza cosmica

t that is usually directly translated as the
These thinkers

were not only responding to the growing indigenist nationalist rhetoric, they were also
continuing in the conservative tradition of intellectuals from an earlier era. Some of the
hispanista intellectuals who emerged in the aftermath of independence
Lorenzo de Zavala, and José María Luis Mora

such as Lucas Alamán,

were criollos who lost their enthusiasm for

Mexican antiquity.

generation that followed started to view the Aztecs at best indifferently and at worst
antagonistically.8
What follows then, is a synthesis that explores the double sided coin that is Mexican
identity indigenous and Spanish. The tension between these two trends produced the mestizo
ideology that manifested itself at the beginning of the twentieth-century. But, in order to get
there, colonial society had to first shed its Spanish skin. This transformation came from the
criollos who were tired of not being accorded the respect they believed was well deserved. By
the late nineteenth-century, dissatisfaction among criollos had grown across many sectors of
New Spain. Some of the main reasons that contributed to this discontent had much to do with
political and economic changes happening in Europe as well as in the American colonies. The
slight criollos experienced from their fellow Spaniards, the peninsulares, helped trigger a lot of
their disgruntlement. The tension that existed between criollos and peninsulares is well
documented, so that tension will not be treated in depth here.
Our main concern is to explore how criollo patriotism, which was tied to sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century indigenist ideas of Aztec greatness, got channeled and transformed into the
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familiar indigenismo and mexicanidad of the nineteenth- and twentieth-centuries. But in order to
do so, a basic chronology of Mexican independence is necessary first. A brief look at the causes
and motivations of criollo patriots is helpful in analyzing the cultural impact that those events
had on the ideological identity of the new nation.

Mexican Independence
The rumblings for Mexican independence date to at least the latter half of the eighteenthcentury. In 1765, for instance, Monsieur Guiller

a French architect traveling in Spain

reported to the Spanish authorities about overhearing a discussion with troubling implications.

present their grievances at the royal court, but if they did not gain satisfaction, they declared their
9

At the moment of this denunciation, serious

talk about breaking away from Spain by criollo patriots was forty years in the future. Even
among the novohispano intelligentsia there is little indication that independence maneuvers were
at play this late in the colonial period.10 However, this instance demonstrates that the term
mexicano, was already being used to refer to criollos and not just
indigenous people as had traditionally been the case.11 The other obvious point that emerges
from this account is that independence sentiments have deeper roots in Mexican history than
most people realize.12 The main interest here, however, is to recognize the grievances that
bothered disgruntled proto-Mexicans in general.

lack of attention to its colonies and subjects as it embroiled itself in European affairs, in
particular the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars.13 This negligence left a void and
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amplified colonial frustrations prompting criollo patriots to aspire for local governments more
responsive to their immediate needs. Their chance came in 1808 when King Ferdinand VII of
Spain adjudicated his throne to Napole

riollo patriots viewed

this power struggle as an opportunity to declare independence in the name of the legitimate
Spanish king. By masking their self-serving act of defiance as loyalty to the Spanish crown,
criollos triggered a chain reaction throughout the Spanish Empire which, once started, was
unstoppable and uncontainable. Amid the turmoil that ensued, criollo patriots organized juntas
gubernativas, or provisional governments, that were meant to act in the name of the lawful king,
Ferdinand VII.
These proto-Mexican patriots were following the lead of the numerous juntas that sprang
up in Spain after the French usurpation. The precedent had been set, but even so, novohispano
elites viewed these juntas as potentially dangerous and treasonous. Besides, not all criollos
desired a separation from the mother country, especially if it meant the potential for violence and
volatility. Above all, economic and political stability was paramount to the colonial elite in
general; conflict would only put lives in danger and cost the province immensely. Moreover,
neither peninsulares nor criollos wanted the indigenous and mestizo masses directly involved in
the formation of local governments because the fear of retribution for past injustices was ever
present during this turbulent time. Complicating matters even further, peninsulares were also
suspicious of criollo motivations, for it was no secret that within their ranks thinkers were
tion of its American colonies. One of these critics
was Fray Servando Teresa de Mier.
Mier was born in Monterrey, Nuevo León the same year that Monsieur Guiller reported
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entered the Dominican Order in Mexico City where he studied philosophy and theology in the
Colegio de Porta Coeli. By the age of twenty-seven, Mier was ordained, had earned his
doctorate, and was already a distinguished priest. He became infamous in 1794 after delivering a
controversial sermon about the provenance of the original painting of Our Lady of Guadalupe.
Because of his unconventional and anti-Spanish political opinions,
during the pre-independence period of Mexican history. Drawing from the work of the early
criollo and indige

political writings promulgated Mexican

nationalism and its correlative neo-Aztec romantic indigenism. The writings of Mier, and of
other proto-Mexicans like him, circulated throughout the Spanish world in the years leading up
to independence, and they helped influence similar ideas already surfacing in other parts of
Spanish America. Nonetheless, proto-Mexican criollos were not alone in their desires for
separation.
For instance, the Spanish born viceroy of New Spain, Jose de Iturrigaray, sympathized
with criollo patriots and found himself embroiled in a plot to form a localized autonomous
government. Fearing anti-Spanish reprisals from the Mexican patriots, peninsulares hatched a
plot of their own in the form of a coup d état and justified their actions by claiming that their
intention was to stop Iturrigaray from establishing himself as King of an independent
novohispano kingdom. On September 15, 1808, peninsular elites had Iturrigaray arrested and
replaced with Pedro Garibay as the new viceroy. Garibay was an aged military officer who
peninsulares placed in office to act as a puppet ruler while a Spanish official came to replace
him. After a brief skirmish, all of Iturrigaray

-conspirators were captured and imprisoned,

effectively ending the first attempt at an independent Mexican government. That episode
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marked the beginning of prolonged unrest as the cries for autonomy increased throughout
Spanish America.
Two years later, one such cry came in the wee hours of September 16, 1810 from the
liberal leaning criollo patriot, Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla. Like Mier, Father Hidalgo was
also a controversial figure. He questioned church doctrines and policies including priestly
celibacy, the

gin

birth. Father Hidalgo soon found himself in the crosshairs of church officials for his contentious
and potentially sacrilegious opinions. As a parish priest, he had performed his duties to a
primarily indigenous congregation at the small town of Dolores since 1803. An avid reader and
intellectual, Father Hidalgo belonged to the liberal oriented Club Literario y Social de Queretaro
(Social and Literary Club of Querétaro). At the social club, he made acquaintance with a
Captain in the Spanish army, Ignacio Allende, who was a radical thinker with independence
sensibilities. As the unrest in Europe slowly manifested itself in New Spain, the liberal
collective that had formed primarily for the purposes of intellectual discussion was forced to go
underground. That move towards self-preservation effectively transformed the quaint social club
into an organizational arm of the fomenting revolution.
In discussions that took place at meetings of clubs like this one, criollo rebels and
reformers considered enlisting Natives, mestizos, and people from the lower classes in their
effort to seize control from the royalists. Because Querétaro had been an important agricultural
region, the widespread economic collapse that it suffered helped patriots recruit thousands to
their revolutionary cause. To this end, Captain Allende and Father Hidalgo orchestrated an
uprising marked to take place in December of 1810, but their plans were foiled when word
reached the gachupin authorities who then ordered the immediate arrest of the rebel leaders. 14
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Their plans now exposed, Father Hidalgo decided to take drastic action and prematurely deliver
his now famous Grito de Dolores on September 16. With virtually no military training to speak
composed primarily of indios and mestizos

besieged the

gachupin forces at Guanajuato and then went on a murdering rampage of Spaniards, making no
distinction between peninsulares, criollos, or anyone deemed español. The ragged rebel army
successfully fought several battles as they made their way to Mexico City, but once there, they
camped on the outskirts as Hidalgo hesitated and stopped short of invading and occupying the
great metropolis.
As the countryside turned into chaos, the recently appointed Viceroy Francisco Javier
Venegas and Royalist Army General Félix María Calleja del Rey, aggressively pursued the
insurgents in an effort to assuage the rising tide of revolution. By January 1811, royalist forces
defeated Hidalgo and the insurgents followed by a bloody reprisal against suspected rebel
sympathizers who were executed en mass. Turning toward the northern provinces, Hidalgo and
his rebel army sought refuge in Nuevo Santander, Nuevo León, and Coahuila y Texas where
sympathy for the insurgency and independence was strong. Despite their efforts and popular
support, the royalist Captain Ignacio Elizondo ambushed Hidalgo and his close associates at the
Norias de Baján (in Coahuila) on March 21, 1811. Captain Elizondo had them all summarily
executed in Chihuahua, thus marking the end of what is considered the initial phase of the tenyear war of independence.15

Mexican Nationalism
Among the many things that stand out about this tumultuous period were the ideological
motivations of the criollo intelligentsia of which Father Hidalgo was a prominent figure. We can
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also confidently say that Mexican nationalism officially came into existence at the utterance of
Grito, an action that converted criollo patriotism into a nativized sentiment, triggering
the transformation of criollos into mexicanos.16 It is worth repeating here that criollos were
already using the term mexicano as an identity. Following suit, Europeans used it as well when
describing Spaniards born in New Spain. The calls for independence made the label even more
salient to the proto-Mexican patriots who already identified as such. The important point here is
that the conflict between royalists and patriots gave credence to criollo claims of nativeness
through the use of the mexicano label. That event is crucial in the creation of Mexican identity
and its inextricable connection to indigeneity.
Returning to Father Hidalgo, it is also noteworthy that he was an ethnic criollo, a priest,
and a liberal thinker a background that he shared with other patriots, such as Mier.
views were mainly shaped by his interactions at the social club in Querétaro and his readings of
francophone authors who extolled the greatness of liberalism and the French Revolution.
According to Mexican historian Edmundo

, Mier was cut from the same cloth,

because the political ideas espoused in the Manifesto Apologetico had been inspired by the
expositions of the French abbé Dominique Dufour de Pradt.17

ught and
more inclined toward the historical and constitutional approach of Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos
and Joseph Blanco White. These were enlightenment thinkers whom he had met while exiled in
Europe, and who, ironically, were advisors to the Spanish crown. Through them, he reached
back to more conservative thinkers, like Edmund Burke and Montesquieu. After being exposed
to such diverse trains of thought, Mier broke with European orthodoxy choosing instead to pave
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the way

an autochthonous set of ideas, some of which later became integral elements of
18

To get a better picture, we must look at Hidalgo and the notion of a liberal state.
Whereas Hidalgo heralded a free and open society de
of ideas favored an English-style constitutional monarchy in Mexico with royal ties to Spain.
Mier had lived in England in the early 1810s where he learned to appreciate what he perceived as
an effective way of governing via a representative body headed by a traditional monarch. Those
views drastically changed in 1816 after spending some time in Philadelphia, which was one of
the thriving cities in the young American republic. Mier only accepted liberalism after it became
clear that any form of monarchism was antithetical to the future of an independent Mexican
nation. In the United States, Mier saw firsthand the success Mexico could have if it emulated its
northern neighbor as opposed to the pitfalls of being governed by a despotic and authoritarian
regime. That position was never clearer to him than when Agustín de Iturbide
general turned Mexican insurgent leader

the royalist

secured Mexican independence and then proclaimed

himself as the first emperor of the newly born nation.
When pressed about his vacillations, Mier explained that he preferred absolute separatism

19

In statements such as that, we can see the

emergent indigenist thought that runs through the course of Mexican history. After
independence, criollo patriotism transformed into Mexican nationalism, and the connection to
Spain although still there and impossible to erase
that the criollo elite
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took a backseat in order to make the claim

stood at the forefront of this emergent narrative. That is why Brading correctly
20

In B

criollo patriotism and its

vociferous precursors, beginning with the most noble of them all, Bartolome de las Casas.
s Most Brief Account of the Destruction of the
Indies that he sponsored three pressings of the book. After all, it was Las Casas who first led the
charge against the atrocities committed by the Spaniards against the Natives, and now that
criollos identified with ancient Mexicans, it was politically acceptable to make similar
denouncements. While it is true that others before him had already articulated those ideas, Mier
conceived his argument by melding indigenist sensibilities with a sophisticated application of
criollo claims to ancestral rights that were supposedly derived from the conquest. By taking his
cues from the main themes espoused by criollo patriots and transforming them into arguments
justifying independence, Mier also distinguished himself from his novohispano contemporaries
who simply parroted the language of European thinkers. His was a uniquely American
perspective.
In this early nineteenth-century foundational period, Mier was not alone in making the
case for an independent Mexican nation. Carlos Maria de Bustamante, a close friend and student
echoed similar sentiments. He melded the Spanish invasion and conquest with the
cause of independence into a singular nationalist ideology. Bustamante was a criollo patriot of
many talents, including those of historian, journalist, lawyer and statesman. As a journalist, he
founded liberal-minded and independence-oriented newspapers, like the Diario de Mexico
(1805), which he used to propagate his insurgent ideas. During the war of independence,
Bustamante spent many years in and out of jail and in exile, and those events helped strengthen

70

his resolve in the motives for the insurrection. Because of his controversial and outspoken
nature, he was also able to meet many leaders of the insurgency and acquire loyal sympathizers
along the way.
One such person was none other than hero and early leader of Mexican independence,
he delivered
at the Congreso de Anáhuac also called the Congreso de Chilpancingo

in 1813. This was the

first independent congress that declared the total independence of North America from the

alluded to the conquest declar
21

The following quote exemplifies the

neo-Aztecism that pervaded liberal insurgent rhetoric at this time:

Spirits of Moctehuzoma, Cacamatzin, Cuauhtimotzin, Xicotencalt [sic] and of Catzonzi,
as once you celebrated the feast in which you were slaughtered by the treacherous sword
of Alvarado, now celebrate this happy moment in which your sons have united to avenge
the crimes and outrages committed against you, and to free themselves from the claws of
tyranny and fanaticism that were going to grasp them for ever [sic]. To the 12th August
1521 there succeeds the 14th of September 1813. In that day the chains of our serfdom
were fastened in Mexico Tenochtitlan, in this day in the happy village of Chilpancingo
they are broken for ever [sic].22

Insurgent criollos like Bustamante were so enveloped in their ideology that the irony of such
statements completely escaped them. Bustamante, an ethnic criollo, appealed to his fellow
patriots by alluding to previous Aztec rulers killed during the invasion of Anahuac and connected
them to their cause. The descendants of the invaders were now identified with the vanquished,
but not with the indigenous people of their time. Nevertheless, if not for thinkers like him,
Mexican historiography would be significantly different.
71

Through the work of Mier, Bustamante channeled Clavijero and his neo-Aztecist
narrative. Their work is intertwined to the extent that Mexican scholars credit Clavijero as the
founder of Mexican nationalism and Bustamante as the father of the narrative accompanying that
historical tradition. His most outstanding work in this vein is Cuadro histórico de la revolucion
mexicana, comenzada en 15 de septiembre de 1810 por el ciudadano Miguel Hidalgo y
Costilla

originally published in the form of weekly letters written and distributed between

1821-27 and later republished in an updated second edition in 1843. What made Cuadro
histórico so appealing was the personal element that Bustamante inserted in his writing. By
weaving anecdotes of his involvement with the insurgency into the historical treatises from his
patriotic predecessors,

sonal

experience behind them.
The influence that Clavijero had on Bustamante cannot be overstated. It served as the
cornerstone for the nationalist edifice that Bustamante created, but Clavijero was not his only
influence.

ideas were also informed by early scientific approaches to Mexico and
-

positivist focus on indigenous monumentalism. Two individuals that stand out in this approach
are Alexander von Humboldt and José Antonio Alzate y Ramírez.

Scientific Neo-Aztecism
The first notable neo-Aztecist scientist in Mexico was José Antonio Alzate y Ramírez.
Alzate was a criollo priest, scientist, historian, cartographer, and journalist. He also published
the periodical Gazeta de literatura between1788 and 1795, which, despite its name, was mainly
a repository of contemporary scientific reviews and reports, including his own.23 He specialized
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in material about indigenes and Mexican antiquities and even conducted one of the first studies
24

As is

evident from the following statement, Alzate was sympathetic to indigenous concerns, lamented
the destruction of their pre-invasion civilization, and subscribed to the greatness narrative of neoAztecism:

If the indiscreet zeal of some, and the greedy ignorance of others, had not destroyed the
Mexican monuments, a large portion of antiquities could be collected with which to
ascertain the exact origin of their monarchs, their commerce, and it would finally become
clear that it was one of the mightiest nations of the world.25

In addition to exalting the glorious past, he also defended contemporary Natives from those who
impugned their character. Figures like Alzate were few in this period of Mexican history, but he
served as a throwback to the indigenists of the early colonial period, like Clavijero and Las
Casas, who still held a compassionate regard towards living indigenous people.
Alzate interest in the high civilizations of Mexico and the general history of New Spain
reflected an increased self-awareness and pride in being criollo that was present in other parts of
the Spanish colonies. Bustamante tapped into that self-awareness and added his voice to those

Alexander von Humboldt that he could
point towards for reassurance. Humboldt was a German naturalist and explorer who was a major
figure in the classical period of what are now called the earth sciences and ecology. He traveled
through South America and made his way through New Spain compiling data for future analysis.
After completing his travels in the New World, Humboldt returned to Europe where over
the course of twenty years he published numerous books, essays, and academic papers based on
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his research. The

criollo patriots like Bustamante was

the Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain (1811).26 In it, he emphasized the wealth of
the land still waiting to be unearthed and discovered, while pointing out that Mexico had the
potential of becoming a world power under an efficient, enlightened and liberally minded
administration. Humboldt offered a vision of what was possible for Mexico along with a guide
on how to accomplish it. Bustamante shared that vision for an independent Mexico.
The peculiar thing about Humboldt is that while insurgent ideologues like Mier and
Bustamante could cite him as a source for the potential of a triumphant Mexico, critics of the
criollo indigenist paradigm could also cite him in repudiation of those very same things. One of
the most damaging texts in this line of thought was
(1810). Humboldt described the Aztecs a

A mountain

people, warlike, robust but extremely ugly according to European ideals of beauty, numbed by
despotism, and accustomed to the ceremonies of a bloodthirsty religion, they were already
27

reluctant to rise to the cultivation

Conservative leaning individuals certainly

favored this line of thinking towards the Aztecs and indios in general, but it was not the
prevailing attitude at the time. This was a time of liberal ideas, indigenismo, and independence,
and criollo sensibilities dominated much of the ideological rhetoric.

Conservative and Liberal Uses of Indigenismo
The allure of indigenismo was so great that even conservative leaders appealed to it. Take
the case of Anastasio Bustamante
office between 1830 and 1832. In his attempt to stem the flow of illegal immigration from the
United States into Texas, he instructed General Manuel de Mier y Terán to establish fortified
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settlements (forts) called presidios in that province. At least three of those presidios were named
in honor of indigenous cultures. The first two, Anáhuac and Tenoxtitlán, referred to the Aztec
name for greater Mexico and the capital of their empire respectively. On the other hand, the
third one

Lipantitlán, was named after a Lipan Apache band that encamped near the site.

Historian John R. Chávez notes that this action by the central government in using native place
28

Chávez adds further:

that background were constantly used in attempts to unite the country and give the people a sense
of na

29

Of the three, only Anahuác survived the wresting of Texas from Mexico by

illegal alien freebooters from the U.S., ingrate Anglo-Texian settlers, and sympathetic
disgruntled Tejano separatists.
By the mid nineteenth-century, liberals started distancing themselves from romantic
indigenism and became critical of the merits of neo-Aztecism. For example, during the Guerra
de Reforma (Reform War) of 1857-61

a civil war between liberals and conservatives

many

liberals viewed the indigenous past as irrelevant and a hindrance to the social and political
advancement of the country. In their eyes, the struggle against Spain was a distant memory and
the need to identify with the Aztecs in order to anchor their mexicanidad, or Mexicanness, was
no longer necessary. Where once the liberal heroes of the War of Independence exalted the
greatness of Cuauhtémoc, their successors now dismissed his people as barbarous and regarded
contemporary Natives as obstructions to the modernization of the nation.
Ironically, nowhere was this more evident than with high ranking cabinet members of
indigenous President

. Ignacio Ramírez, the Minister of Justice and
Aztec realm as an abject despotism, dominated by
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superstition and fear, the surviving remnants of its art and literature only notable only for their
30

At the heart of this about-face lay the concerns that many liberals expressed

during this transformative period of Mexican politics. For one, liberals viewed the power and
wealth of the Catholic Church as an impediment to the emergence of a secular nation. In their
opinion, religious influence had no place in a modern liberal state. Secondly, liberals perceived
that the rural isolation of the mostly indigenous peasantry signaled the persistence of a backward
society. Desiring to model their country like that of their prosperous northern neighbor, liberals
convinced themselves that shedding their indigenous skin was more beneficial than trying to
hold on to a romantic idealization of ancient Mexico. Even so, it was understood that whether
you were a criollo, mestizo, or indio, everyone constituted a single political, if not social, nation
of mexicanos. The rejection of what had been a romantic form of indigenism set the stage for its
more problematic offshoots in the twentieth-century that of scientific indigenism and the
extremely popular mestizo identity.

Invented Indigenismo
While a point of this study is to demonstrate the connection between the romantic
indigenism of the twentieth-century to that of the colonial period, it is worth mentioning that
there is little resemblance between the two ends of that same ideological strand. The only
unifying traits common throughout Mexican indigenism is the constant inventing and revising of
Native history to suit the political pursuit du jour. Speaking directly to this phenomenon,
La invención de América: investigación acerba de la estructura
histórica del nuevo mundo y del sentido de su devenir (1958), looked at the idea of America vis-
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à-vis the European imaginary of the so-called New World.31
Columbus did not discover America; it was invented by Europeans.

simple:
32

implies that the nature of the thing found was previously known to the finder, i.e., that he knows
that objects such as the one he has found can and do exist, although the existence of that
33

talk of discovering anything without having had prior knowledge of the thing in question.

already aware that some heavenly bodies are classed as planets ma

sai

34

Using this reasoning,

constructed an image of the Americas that fit any narrative of their choosing. Hence, the
existence of countless texts espousing conflicting views that range the wide spectrum between

more strange inventions about the Americas from European writers included incredible ideas
about strange creatures (animal and human), islands of Amazonian women, St. Thomas as
the existence of a terrestrial paradise, the Garden of
Eden.
Despite their efforts to distance themselves from Europe, indigenist romanticists engaged
in the very same Eurocentric tradition of inventing America, or in this case Mexico, for their
patriotic and nationalist interests.35 By appropriating the Indian past, criollo patriots could
legitimate their cause and struggle for liberty, while simultaneously engaging in the creation of
nationalist myths. Anyone familiar with basic Mexican culture and history understands the
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strong association with the Aztecs as the founders of the nation and Cuauhtémoc as its most
revered tragic hero. Following this thread, historian Paul Gillingham looked closely at the cultlike following of certain skeletal remains at a church in Ixcateopan, Guerrero attributed to
Cuauhtémoc the fallen Mexica leader.36 An official government report conducted by
archeologists and specialists in 1950 concluded that it was impossible to determine whether the
remains were in fact those of Cuauhtémoc, but they admitted that it was highly unlikely.
Nevertheless, this story does more than shed light onto this corner of romantic
indigenism. The story also provides historical context for why the modern cult of Cuauhtémoc
exists today, and his findings reveal that nationalism and (romantic) indigenism played a major
role.37 Additionally, we learn that Cuauhtémoc has been resurrected several times in Mexican

of nationalism. For all intents and purposes, it is a modern cult.38 One need only look at the
way that danzantes and neo-Mexikas revere Cuauhtémoc to note that he is almost a Christ-like
39

What is striking about the impassioned displays of romantic

indigenism coming from cultural nationalists like these is their obliviousness to the origins of
their traditions and beliefs. It would come as a huge surprise to most neo-Mexikas if they
realized that criollos

a group they would construe as purely Spanish and completely antithetical

to their indigeneity were the intellectual and cultural progenitors of the Mexikayotl
movement.40
Indeed, many historical analyses that have explored Mexican cultural nationalism agree
that romantic indigenism is traceable to the early writers and later adopted by criollo/mestizo
patriots. One thing these studies show is that there is a common thread running through the
indigenist discourse before the twentieth-century a politically driven affinity for the declension
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narrative. This is particularly interesting given that criollos themselves were, in fact, part of the
elite class whose very own ancestors were responsible for the declension they now appropriated.
Positioning themselves as the oppressed, criollos betrayed their privileged status by letting their
feelings of second class citizenship govern their judgment, especially when it came to economic
concerns and complaints of foreign domination by the Spanish. By assuming the role of the
vanquished aboriginals, criollo patriots could justify their struggle against their colonial
oppressors.
Alluding to the Native societies that had flourished as well as to the legitimacy of their
sovereigns, criollo patriots derided the illegitimacy of the Spanish conquest as usurpation.
Additionally, by pointing to indigenous resistance and leaders like Cuauhtémoc, they could claim
patriotic duty in defense of American hereditary rights. If the conquest and subsequent
colonization was nothing more than a brutal invasion, then the formation of sovereign states
independent of Spain was nothing more than the recovery of lost freedom and the vindication of
ancestral liberties. In order for such claims to ring true, it was necessary to construct an
argument that appealed to the criollo and mestizo masses. This line of thought was not unique to
New Spain; it was also evident in other parts of Spanish America, such as the Viceroyalty of
Perú. For example, take the hypothetical dialogue from the Argentinean revolutionary hero and
radical author, Bernardo de Monteagudo.41

adjudication of the Spanish

thrown, Monteagudo anonymously wrote and distributed

in what was then called Alto Perú

(modern day Bolivia) a text entitled,
42

Through the sympathetic voice of Atahualpa, Monteagudo

criollo father and an African mother

the son of a

juxtaposed the loss of the Inca Emperor with Ferdinand
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By donning the mask of a martyred Atahualpa, Monteagudo could then make the claim
that the Spanish had no right to rule over the land that they had stripped from indigenous
sovereigns, just as the French had done to Ferdinand. By the end of the dialogue Atahualpa

reasoning, I agree with what you say, and therefore, if I yet lived, I myself would urge
43

To

understand how Monteagudo makes the case for independence through a dead Native ruler, an
examination of the text is in order

I am Ferdinand of the Bourbons, seventh by that name, and the most sad and disgraced of
For I was just proclaimed by my people as the monarch of Spain
and the Indies when the most infamous, the most vile of all living men, that is to say, the
ambitious Napoleon, the usurper Bonaparte, pulled me from the sweet breast and lap of
my country and of my Kingdom, and imputing to me false and fictitious crimes, as
prisoner led me to the center of France.44

Your misfortunes, tender young man, hurt me, all the more so since from personal
experience I know that the pain of the one who, like me, is unjustly deprived of a scepter
and a crown is immense ... As unjust and iniquitous the conquest you have noticed of
Spain by Bonaparte is, do not feel bad or surprised for I have graded the Spanish
domination of America as an equally furtive usurpation.45

As mentioned above, the dialogue results in Atahualpa bringing Ferdinand to recognize that his
plight is no more salient than that of the martyred Inca ruler. Ferdinand then also agrees that
Spanish colonization deprived America of its liberty and self-determination.
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By careful
into question the legal titles that Spain floats over America. As a liberal thinker, he criticizes the
emptiness of Christianity and the disproportionate application of its religious exigencies, as well
as the cumulative deficiencies of the colonial regime. This is spelled out in a list of grievances
for which Ferdinand has no other choice but to assess the Spanish system as a form of foreign
domination and approve the move towards independence. Throughout the text, Monteagudo
impressively puts words in the mouth of an indigenous leader who not only describes the painful
history of Native people, but also exposes the deep political and economic complaints of criollos.
The purpose of merging these two strands of colonial society in the dialog is undoubtedly to
create a common cause among the various castes. To that purpose, Atahualpa closes the
dialogue

the
46

Ultimately, the implication of the text is that those who were then advocating for liberty, the
criollos, were the inheritors of the imperial Native past. In that way, they struggled on behalf of
all subjects, including indigenous people who were now conveniently part of one American
whole.
With such historical considerations, criollos claimed for themselves the history of
indigenous people before and after the conquest. By alluding to the lack of freedom and to the
oppression of the Natives, they could also publicly denounce the oppression and lack of freedom
of all America. Thus, criollo propagandists transposed the foreign domination, oppression, and
exploitation that Indians had suffered since the conquest to their own caste. The identification
with the history of the Natives was so deeply held that in some texts criollos appeared as the
oppressed indigenous people themselves.47 Characterizing themselves as Natives, criollos
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minimized ethnic and social differences with the intention of constructing for all people born in
America the same belonging to the country. In that way, they could claim the right to the
recovery of freedom lost since the conquest.48 Consequently, the liberation of indigenous people
served as political propaganda and pretext for the independence movement. Since criollos acted
on behalf of their unfortunate partners, it is unsurprising to find that they considered themselves
as avengers fighting to correct the past injustices suffered by their defenseless indigenous
brethren.
Once the Mexican nation was established, liberals like Bustamante continued advocating
describes it.49 Whether historical or romantic, the end
result of indigenism was the same to emphasize the roots of the nation in Mexican antiquity.
From this ideologically driven narrative there are three premises that emerged:

1.
2.
3.

The Mexican nation was founded when the Aztecs established themselves in
Tenochtitlan.
The conquest was essentially the subjugation of the nation at the hands of
foreigners.
Independence allowed its liberation after three-hundred years of Hispanic
oppression and the return of its government to the real owners.50

In this way, the Aztec mythos became inextricably intertwined with the identity of the Mexican
nation to the exclusion of all other indigenous groups. Even after Maya culture began to receive
international attention due to the discovery of surviving architectural ruins, art, and hieroglyphs,
the Aztec image remained as the primordial identity of the nation. However, as mentioned at the
top of this chapter, indigenism was not the only ideological strain competing for the collective
identity of the emergent republic.
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Reactive Hispanismo
The seeds of hispanismo can be traced to the early colonial period, as was shown in the
previous chapter. Despite the prevalence of indigenist thought among criollos, there were those
who maintained loyalty to the crown

as the royalists did during the War of Independence. It is

from this subset of criollos that the hispanista tradition survived. Recall that hispanismo was a
conservative reaction to indigenismo whose adherents held Native culture in contempt and
lamented the loss of Spanish dominance in Mexico. Perhaps the scholar who best embodied this
tradition was Lucas Alamán.
case was a peculiar one, and it will help explain his repulsion at the indigenist
rhetoric espoused by the criollo patriots. While Bustamante had proactively immersed himself in
the independence struggle, Alamán was only a young man of eighteen years when Father
indio/mestizo army sacked his hometown of Guanajuato in 1810. A criollo
himself, Alamán witnessed firsthand the massacre of many friends and family, and he barely
escaped with his life.51 These terrorizing and life-shattering events left an indelible scar that
forever influenced his anti-Indian, anti-liberal conservatism. For criollos like Alamán, Cortés
was the father of their country and not the venerated Aztec hero Cuauhtémoc. Theirs was a
Catholic, Spanish, and Bourbon Mexico that had been upended and severely disrupted by radical
insurgents and wrongheaded liberals. In trying to correct that disruption, Alamán dedicated his
life to politics and writing histories that evoked a different kind of greatness, that of New Spain
and its hero Cortés.
In his work, Alamán celebrated the life of Cortés, the conquest of Mexico, and the
colonial society on which the nation had been founded. As Brading explains, Alamán was:
hievements. His purpose here
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was to contradict the historical indigenistas, such as Mier and Bustamante, who had identified
52

This was strategic on his part,

because he did not want to antagonize the majority of nationalists who were content in accepting
the indigenist tropes so long as they helped unify a deeply divided country. Nonetheless,
Alamán could not resist throwing a few jabs as he criticized his intellectual opponents:

as eventually created a new nation in which all trace of the past has
been erased: religion, customs, language, people
who have sought to base the justice of independence on the injustice of the conquest,
without pausing to consider all these effects, have failed to see that their case leaves twothirds of the republic's population without a country and the republic itself without rights
to the immense territory which lay outside the Mexican Empire.53

With ideas like these, Alamán initiated the hispanista tradition that takes full shape by the turn of
the nineteenth-century with thinkers like Vasconcelos. The hispanista interpretation of Mexican
history was so unconventional for scholars at the time, that his peers were flabbergasted by

not a Mexican tradition; it sprang from a new reaction against current indigenismo; it served as a
54

In other words,

hispanismo was really a conservative

reaction to liberal indigenism, and the struggle for cultural dominance between the two
ideologies led directly to the birth of modern mexicanidad, or Mexicanness

the quality or

characteristic of being Mexican.

Conclusion
The hispanista tradition gained a strong following among many liberal minded thinkers
and politicians during the second half of the nineteenth-century, especially after the Guerra de
84

Reforma. But it gets even more complicated. During this crucial point in Mexican history, when
pro-reform radical ideologues, like Ignacio Ramírez and Ignacio Manuel Altamirano, summoned
the patria (homeland), they were not calling on either Cortés or Cuauhtémoc
55

they celebrated

Criollo patriotism and nationalism had evolved into this.
an astute politician of indigenous Zapotec

descent

ignored the indigenist rhetoric that had defined his predecessors. Juaréz was a liberal

patriot who admired the example embodied by the United States

a democratic republic founded

on the classical liberal principles of freedom, equality, and capitalism. His most famous quote is
Among individuals, as among nations, respect for the rights of others
56

As a liberal, he subscribed to the Western notion of the individual citizen with equal

rights and liberties, and not to the collectivist communal tradition of his indigenous forbearers.
From this ideological background, one characterized by its schizophrenic attitude towards
ancient Mexico and Spain, criollo notions of patriotism and Mexican nationalism were
transformed into new variants of indigenist and hispanist cultural politics. Out of this dynamic
between the two camps of Mexican historiography emerged the more recognizable mexicanidad
of today one that borrows and blends from both historical traditions while looking forward to
modernity. Furthermore, historical and romantic indigenism reached its national apogee in the
aftermath of the Mexican Revolution of 1910 with the emergence of neo-Aztec groups in and
around Mexico City. In due time, all of these overlapping and conflicting ideologies would
transcend their national confines and influence the cultural politics of ethnic Mexican
communities in the U.S. But before we get there, the framework for transnational Mexican
indigeneity must be constructed from indigenismo, hispanismo, nacionalismo, and mexicanidad.
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Mexican Nationalism; and The First America: The Spanish Monarchy, Creole Patriots, and the Liberal State, 14921867. There is an extensive volume of titles that address the issue of criollo indigensim too long to list, but there are
a couple of recent books worth mentioning: Rebecca A. Earle, The Return of the Native: Indians and Myth-Making
in Spanish America, 1810 1930 (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2007); and Estelle Tarica, The Inner
Life of Mestizo Nationalism (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008).
the indigenist phenomenon from1780-1930 or a
Tarica deals more with academic indigenismo as exemplified by the cultural philosophers of the early twentiethcentury, i.e. José Vasconcelos, Alfonso Caso, and José María Arguedas.
42

Pensamiento Político de La Emancipación, ed. Luis Alberto Romero and José Luis Romero, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Caracas,
Venezuela: Fundación Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1977), 64 71.
some scholars, but it is attributed to him. Besides writing political pieces like this , he started several newspapers
throughout South America and was one of the key figures in the struggle for independence, namely in Argentina,
Chile, and Perú. I have tried to locate an English version to this text unsuccessfully, but Earle translates the title
thus
The Return of the Native, 32.
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Earle, The Return of the Native, 33.
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Original Spanish:

apenas por mis pueblos fui monarca proclamado de la España y de las Indias, cuando el más infame, el más vil de
todos los hombres vivientes, es decir, el ambicioso Napoleón, el usurpador Bonaparte, con engaños me arrancó del
dulce seno y regazo de mi patria y de mi Reino, e imputándome delitos todos falsos y ficticios, prisionero me
45

Ibid. Original Spanish: Tus desdichas, tierno joven, me lastiman, tanto más cuanto por propia
experiencia sé que es inmenso el dolor que padece quien, cual yo, se ve injustamente privado de un cetro y de una
admires que de usurpada y furtiva igualmente yo gradúe la dominación que ha tenido en América el español.
46

Ibid., 71.

Idos, pues, Fernando, a Dios, que yo también a Moctezuma y otros reyes de
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For more on this idea of assuming the role of the oppressed, see Hans-Joachim König, En el camino
hacia la nación: nacionalismo en el proceso de formación del estado y de la nación de la Nueva Granada, 1750 a
1856 (Santafé de Bogotá: Banco de la República, 1994), 242.
48

König, En el camino hacia la nación. König also explores the function that self-identification as
criollos played as a temporary and convenient political strategy. Eventually, liberals in the decades
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following independence would come to reject and even disavow any connection criollos had with American
antiquity and indigenous people all together.
49

seated anti-Spanish emotions of both elite and masses by a revival of the Black Legend. Underlying this appeal was
the assumption of the survival of a Mexican nation, already in existence when the Spaniards arrived and now about
to regain its liberty. The old Creole patriotism was here transm
Brading, The
Origins of Mexican Nationalism, 50.
50

These are taken from Bar
-Mexihkayotl: una aproximación histórica al
movimiento de la mexicanidad (192231. Martínez Díaz deduces this from his reading of Brading, The Origins of Mexican Nationalism. Original
el sometimiento de esta nación a manos de unos extranjeros, la independencia permitió liberarla de trescientos años
51

Alamán, Historia de Méjico, 1:282.
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Brading, The Origins of Mexican Nationalism, 77.

53

Ibid. From: Lucas Alamán, Disertaciones Sobre La Historia de La República Mégicana: Desde La
Epoca de La Conquista Que Los Españoles Hicieron, a Fines Del Siglo XV Y Principios Del XVI, de Las Islas Y
Continente Americano, Hasta La Independencia, vol. 1 (Mégico: Impr. de J.M. Lara, 1844), 109.
54

Brading, The Origins of Mexican Nationalism, 78.
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Ibid., 100.

56

Original Spanish

el respeto al derecho ajeno es la paz
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Chapter 3
AZTEKAS AND THE EMERGENCE OF MEXIKAYOTL, 1910-1950

Introduction
The modern story of indigenismo begins in the years leading up to the Mexican
Revolution in 1910. Unlike the disparate social milieu surrounding the insurrection of 1810, a
more unified national consciousness operated, albeit loosely, by the end of the 1800s. Despite
their political and ideological differences, mestizos and criollos both considered themselves
members of a single Mexican nation. And, by not explicitly mentioning indigenous peoples, the
constitution of 1824 established a common citizenship between them and non-indigenous people
alike. Thus, in the newly formed Estados Unidos Mexicanos (United States of Mexico), there
were no citizenship distinctions between any of the previous castas. This did not preclude the
rise of regionalism among the rural peasantry and indigenous communities who still regarded
themselves in parochial and provincial terms while retaining localized regional identities.1
This division between the two Mexicos
indigenous/peasant

urban-wealthy mixed/white versus rural-poor

was rooted in prejudice and colonial stratification and was a contributing

factor to the revolution.2 Historian John Tutino has shown how the factionalism and
irreconcilable differences that existed among these social groups nourished the hunger that
brought about agrarian discontent. He noted that between the 1840s through the 1880s there
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that conflict were the attempts by struggling elites to use their new and often unstable powers of
3

Not

only was Mexican society largely divided by regionalism and race at this time, but class and
political power were also key factors that determined the best course of action suited for dealing
with the rampant civil unrest.
ned for his beloved
country began its slow regression into autocratic despotism. In 1877, General Porfirio Díaz
assumed the presidency for the first time, although, he had effectively controlled the government
since his
wars

the year before. In addition to being a well seasoned veteran of multiple

the Guerra de Reforma (1857), the French Intervention of 1862, and other military

engagements, Díaz was also a cunning politician who managed to stay in power for three and a
half decades. This cont
dictatorship provided a stabilized government by suppressing civil unrest while championing the
economic success of capitalist investors and the landed elite. Conversely, the Porfiriato
encouraged excesses by the wealthy and profiteering by foreign investors at the expense of the
working poor who suffered immensely. A comparable example would be if the Great
Depression (times two) had lasted for thirty years only in the Unites States of America. All of

election that sparked the call to arms.
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Indigenist Artists
Amid this political turmoil and civil unrest we find the modern indigenist artists who had

identity in the twentieth-century. One of these artists was Gerardo Murillo, better known by his
artistic name Doctor Atl (Nahuatl for water) a curious pseudonym in its simplicity and subject
matter. Atl was a creative storyteller, and his recollection surrounding the origin of his Nahuatl
name is emblematic of that talent:

I made a trip, many years ago, from New York to Paris, and on the ship I suffered a
terrible storm. The ship almost sank, which would have given me much pleasure. Even
the captain became seasick. So much water, man, and here I am with t
going to name myself water in some language! It seemed to me that there were none
name myself water in Nahuatl. I named myself Atl. I arrived in Paris, and with that
4

Apparently, this soul-

distaste for the

pervasive Spanish influence in Mexican culture started to manifest itself, but his naming
adventure did not end there. Sometime in the early nineteen-teens, during another stay in Paris,
his friend the Argentine poet, Leopoldo Lugones, c
and suggested that he add a title to it:

Doctor Atl!, then the next day we called our friends, who were many, and in his
apartment, which was very nice, they filled a tub with champagne, undressed me and put
me in the tub and they said to me: you are Doctor Atl. And since then I am Doctor Atl. 5
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6

More importantly, with this action, he inadvertently initiated a naming tradition among romantic
indigenists that survives to this day. Atl was so enamored with the idea of Nahuatl naming that
he renamed Carmen Mondragón his lover and object of artistic expression
(Four Movement), the Aztec metaphor for the current age, the four basic elements of life, the
four seasons, among other concepts. Although, not as well known as his contemporaries, Atl is

7

In 1875, a year before Porfirio Díaz rose to power, José Gerardo Francisco Murillo was
born to Don Eutiquio and Doña Rosa in Guadalajara, Jalisco. His father of Castilian descent
was a pharmaceutical chemist whose claim to fame was the receipt of an award by the
prestigious French Academy of Sciences. His mother of Catalan descent

was a pious woman

whose two daughters Carmen and Guadalupe became nuns. He also had two brothers, Circilio
and Luis, of whom little is known. Atl came from a comfortable urban middle class background,
and the relative wealth of his family was enough to send him to the Liceo de Varones de
Guadalajara, one of the largest institutions of education in Jalisco at the time. Showing interest
in the arts from an early age, Atl made his way to Le Havre, France in 1897 and stayed with
Baron Gostkowski, a cosmopolitan aristocrat of Franco-Slavic descent, who spent many years in
Mexico (even became a citizen) where he was known for his satirical writings. 8 During his years
in Europe, between attending classes in Rome and showing his work at the Paris Salon, Atl
became radically politicized and well versed in Marxist and anarchic literature, particularly with
the writings of George Sorel and various Italian ideologues. These ideas led to his political
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involvement in the Mexican Revolution. When Atl framed his politics through an artistic lens,
they translated into a message that resonated with young and energetic artists.
Atl graduated with a doctorate in philosophy in 1900 and after a few years returned to
Mexico. In 1904, he joined the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes (ENBA) where he taught
painting and explored early ideas of mural work he had acquired in Europe during his many
visits to places like the Sistine Chapel.9 That same year, he was part of a group of revolutionary
painters in San Pedro de Tlaquepaque, a neighborhood in the city of Guadalajara, where he

revolution.10 Not long thereafter, in 1906, he conducted a painting exhibition put on by the
magazine Savia Moderna, the publication of the Ateneo de la Juventud (Athenaeum of Youth)
which was comprised of young intellectuals discontented with the direction of Me
and intellectual life. Most members of the Ateneo de la Juventud were under thirty years of age
and included Atl, Rivera, Vasconcelos, and Antonio Caso among others. The purpose of the

francophile affectation which had defined fin-de-siècle intellectual life in Mexico. The very

11

This exhibition is perhaps the first time that Mexican painters had the

opportunity to present their native talent to the public.
The following year, 1907, Atl arranged the first exhibition of Diego Rivera to help him
raise funds to study and travel in Europe. Things were moving fast, and by 1908, Atl painted his
first large scale mural at the Academy of San Carlos. That mural was the first of its kind by a
modern Mexican artist, and it foreshadowed the muralist movement that rose to prominence after
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the revolution.
theme, because it broke with the convention of emulating European high art. Atl had grown tired
of mimicking Europe and felt that Mexican artists should look inward for expression of national
art. Despite his displeasure at the destruction of his work and ongoing disagreement with the
administration, he continued painting and teaching at the academy.
Between the years 1906-1910, he was in charge of making an inventory of the old
paintings that belonged to the academy, many of which he considered destroying because they
reflected the old Eurocentric paradigm. His big break came in 1910 when he gathered enough
money to help Mexican artists who wanted to present their own version of autochthonous art to
celebrate the first centenary of Mexican Independence. The exhibition was a success, and Atl

12

Unfortunately,

political revolt broke just as the artistic revolution of the group was underway, leaving them no
-garde artists had to wait
for more than a decade before their vision was appreciated, at which point the postrevolutionary
project of nation building coincided with the acceptance of folk and indigenous arts and the rise
of monumental mural paintings.
Each artistic vogue and style has its iconic representatives, and for Mexican muralism,
Orozco, Rivera, and Siqueiros automatically come to mind

and justifiably so. They constitute

the leaders of the postrevolutionary vanguard of artists who are rightfully called the masters of
Mexican muralism. Nonetheless, it is unfortunate that outside of scholars who deal with
Mexican artists and intellectuals, figures like Dr. Atl have been largely forgotten. 13 While it is
universally accepted that Orozco and Rivera epitomize the nationalist aesthetic of the era, they
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also represent the maximum evolution of Mexican muralism, a medium pioneered by Atl. His
influence cannot be overstated, and to a certain degree Orozco and Rivera owe their success to

his passage. Atl even wrote Rivera a letter of introduction to his friend and fellow artist,
14

An internationally renowned painter, Atl had clout in the art world and beyond, but more
that Atl was the father of Mexican muralism

is

incontrovertible. The possibility that without him Mexican muralism might never have existed

of traditional convention, one wonders why he did not continue working in that medium. Art
historian Olga Sáenz asks that same question and arrives at the answer given by Atl himself:

In his written account, Atl narrates, with some nostalgia, that his large-format works were
destroyed (he refers to the frescoes painted in 1901 in the villa on Vía Flaminia 14,
frieze with female figures like nymphs or
muses carrying a wreath towards a portrait of [Alejandro Luis] Olavatierra, who had
de Díaz wife of Porfirio Díaz
[sic] nude.15

ordered its r

In addition to the destruction of the work mentioned above, administration officials at the San

o in 1921. First, Vasconcelos had the nymphs on the murals altered when he
remodeled the academy to open the Hall of Discussion which housed an office that operated his
campaign against illiteracy. Minister Narciso Bassols later had hem completely destroyed.16
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These incidents soured Atl to the idea of large scale murals, and he opted instead for the easel
and the canvas.

movement in Mexico during the postrevolutionary era. In the work of Atl, the tension between
the hispanist and indigenist traditions came to a head. In the decades before the master muralists
ever considered adopting folk-style art and indigenist tropes, Atl had already experimented with
those ide
general sentiment at the time. The liberal mestizo Eurocentrism that reigned during the latter half
of the nineteenth-century showed signs of cracking by the end of the century, and young
dreamers like Atl who were tired of that cultural paradigm were there to exploit the rupture that
would soon tear the country apart. Typical of modern rebellious youth, these dreamers rejected
the culture of their elders and opted instead to create one of their own. This new culture was not
only oppositional, it was one that celebrated the local folkloric traditions of the homeland. It is
in this transitional and experimental period that a new indigenist narrative emerged and gave rise
to neo-Mexika groups during the cultural revival and ethnicization (Indianization) of Mexican
nationhood.17

Academic Intellectuals
In tracking the history of ethnic Mexican indigeneity, particularly its rise in the twentiethcentury, indigenist intellectuals and writers continued to play an important role in its
development. One such intellectual was Manuel Gamio whose anthropological training at
Columbia University helped him modernize the field in Mexico. Gamio was born in Mexico
City in 1882 to Lorenzo Gamio Echevarría, a criollo, and Margarita Otal, a mestiza.18 His family
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background, combined with his liberal leanings, made him a classically quintessential
Mexican a criollo/mestizo with indigenous sympathies and nationalistic tendencies.
While at Columbia, Gamio befriended and studied under the German-American
anthropologist Franz Boas, and together, they established the theoretical basis for what was
19

Various courses that were offered at the

National Museum between and the International School of Archaeology and American

interdisciplinary courses that included physical anthropology, ethnology, and indigenous
languages.20 Other leading scholars involved in the school were Alfred Tozzer, Eduardo Seler,

garnered a broad group of followers, including Eulalia Guzmán

the archeologist who was

Guerrerro.
Gamio and Boas did not agree on everything which made theirs a tense relationship. The
main item of contention between them involved the philosoph
philosophy contrasted the teachings of Boas who rejected all forms of racism by arguing that the
classification of groups should be given by cultural, linguistic, and non-racial concepts. Boas
delineated a theory of cultural development that privileged historical approaches and linguistic

principle of cultural relativism that in his mind concluded in an inevitable heterogeneity. The
nation, according to Gamio, constituted a superior unity built on scientific laws so that through
education indigenous people could integrate into the nation by accepting the Western positivist
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versions of culture language, science, technology and political organization. Boas, on the other
hand, maintained that linguistic change had its own autonomous logic, and that one of the tasks
of anthropology was to combat racism and nationalism with the notion of the unity of humanity
and cultural relativism. For Gamio, linguistic homogenization was a function of the highly
desirable process of national incorporation.21 Once all of the citizens of the nation adopted the
same language, social traits, and cultural habits

in other words, a homogenous unity only

then could the Mexican state achieve its national destiny.
Gamio also played a crucial role on the discourse of indigenism and as the ideological
godfather of that academic strain in the postrevolutionary period. The renowned Mexican
ed the
reproduction of the anthropological double myth: the encounter with the primitive and the
induction of the primitive to civilization. However, in the historical interpretation of Mexican
anthropology, there was a third myth that indigenists such Gamio also applied the redemption
of national identity.22 In most of Gamio's archaeological fieldwork, he highlights places such

roots in pre-

criollo

patriotism and the insurgent criollo/mestizo nationalism of the nineteenth-century. Whereas neoAztecism and romantic indigenism lost favor during the rise of liberalism and scientific
positivism after independence, the populist backlash to the policies of the Porfiriato paved the
23

Forjando patria:

pro nacionalismo (1916) set the official agenda for what became the first manifesto of the
nascent neo-indigenist movement, or what Brading refe
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24

In discussing the increase in nationalism that anteceded and followed the Mexican

Vasconcelos denounced the sterile aping of European doctrines which had characterized the
25

What was this colonial precedent that Brading refers to? It was the ideological fusion between
the indigenist and hispanist traditions that were inherited from criollo intellectuals and the
inevitable miscegenation among the American and European peoples

in short, mestizaje. In the

view of indigenist intellectuals, the mixing of the races as well as their cultural traditions had

text, to encourage pride in the multicultural background of the country in order to literally forge
a nation where none had existed before.26 Intellectuals, such as Gamio and Vasconcelos, were
drawing from four-hundred years of American knowledge and literature to formulate their ideas.

indigenism, postrevolutionary thinkers could cite all of them in their discourse of mexicanidad
lo mexicano

Mexicanidad and Lo Mexicano
Intimately tied to this nationalizing project were notions of mexicanidad and lo mexicano
which were meant to evoke pride and a sense of duty to the patria (homeland). In his incisive
book on the subject, The Roots of Lo Mexicano (1978), historian Henry C. Schmidt notes that in
its most basic expression lo mexicano deals with the psychology and character of the Mexican
27

people, but th

Although there

are traces of lo mexicano dating to 1900 and earlier, what distinguishes those earlier instances
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from the twentieth-century approach is their lack of modern analysis. In its modern context, lo
mexicano referred to the study of the Mexican ethos through a psycho-analytical framework that
addressed postrevolutionary manifestations of cultural nationalism and philosophical questions

hen it saw an independent
El laberinto de la soledad

28

With the forging of Mexican nationalism, a jingoistic ethnocentrism emerged among
e test of lo
mexicano for it to be part of the larger project of mexicanidad, the latter defined as things
pertaining to Mexicanness, or the quality thereof. This Mexicanist paradigm served as the
bedrock for postrevolutionary nationalism and its handmaidens

ethnocentrism and nativism. It

new mestizo
nineteenth-century that largely went unnoticed until Vasconcelos revived it under the guise of
la raza cosmica

sentiments that Vasconcelos made in his essay La raza cósmica (1925).
In the book, Vasconcelos exp

29

Vasconcelos envisioned armies of people

going forth around the world professing their universal knowledge, and that the people most
suited for this endeavor, naturally, were from Latin America. This was so, because they had the
territorial, racial, and spiritual factors necessary to initiate the universal era of humanity. For
example, Vasconcelos wrote,
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The purpose of the new and ancient continent [America] is much more important. Its
predestination obeys the design of constituting the cradle of the fifth race into which all
nations will fuse with each other to replace the four races that have been forging History
-called Latin peoples, because they have been more
faithful to their divine mission in America, are the ones called upon to consummate this
mission. Such fidelity to the occult design is the guarantee of our triumph. 30

translated to
raza

or

humanity in general, and not necessarily in the sociological construct of taxonomic race. In his

31

Thus, the age of the universal people would

signal the dawn of an evolved, progressed, and liberally minded society. Vasconcelos

spreading the gospel of mestizaje around the world.

eugenics. He claimed, for instance, that Darwinism was a theory developed to validate and
justify white superiority while suppressing the racial Other. His essay clearly refuted those ideas

but they go a bit further and suggest that Vasconcelos:

a minority reaction to the Nordic notions of racial superiority. Vasconcelos developed a
systematic theory which argued that climatic and geographic conditions and mixture of
Spanish and Indian races created a superior race. The concept of La Raza connotes that
the mestizo is a distinct race and not Caucasian, as is technically the case. 32
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Countless scholars, such Lux
good amount has been rightly critical of it.33

mestizaje theory took decades to

formulate, and it was greatly influenced by Western philosophy and Eastern esotericism. His
notions of universal and racially-mixed super humans existing in an enlightened state are now
seen as a utopian intellectual exercise. Nevertheless, none of that diminishes the fact that,
ironically, his ideas were just as racist towards indigenous people as the Anglo eugenicists he
critiqued.

enacted by the Mexican government towards indigenous groups, an attitude akin to that of
Pratt was a late nineteenth-century U.S. Army
Captain who opened the first boarding school for Native American youth in Carlisle,

Indian

34

In many

mestizo theory followed in that tradition

of encouraging Native people to abandon their indigenous ways in favor of modernization and

positivist ideologies of the previous century, and thus, the continuity of liberalism ensured that
the theory of mestizaje which was really an updated version of hispanismo prevailed.
And here we have the conundrum of Mexican nationalism. On the one hand, liberal
progressives advocated a mestizo identity for the nation, while romantic indigenists sought to
restore it to its autochthonous roots. This identity crisis, if you will, is evident in the literature of
the time. For example, take the Mexican poet, journalist, educator, and statesman, Amado
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Bronze), followed the typical indigenist tone of eulogizing the Indian past:

Lord, let me tell you the glory of your people,
The glory of the men of bronze whose club
Dented audacity out of so many shields and helmets.
Oh tiger knights! oh lion knights!
Oh eagle knights! I bring thee my songs;
Oh great dead race, I bring you my elegy!35

indigenous past, but in terms that emphasized its death, in other words its irrelevance to the
present. While Nervo exemplified the prevailing view of most Mexicans, romantic indigenists
disagreed and took their ideology to the cultural opposite

one that emphasized indigeneity.

What is interesting is that the ideologies of both mestizaje and indigeneity appear to have
emerged almost simultaneously in the postrevolutionary period. On the one hand, you had
Vasconcelos proposing the mestizo
the other, there were individuals, such as Juan Luna-Cárdenas, who advocated the suppression of
European elements altogether in favor of a strictly indigenous self-identity and the restoration of
Aztec splendor.

The Rise of the Neo-Mexikah
In the 1920s, around the time that Vasconceleos steadily pushed his cosmic mestizaje,
romantic indigenists emerged with their own strands of indigenism. This strand of romantic
aztin
(Aztec) identity and believed in nothing short than the restoration of Aztec greatness and it s

105

former imperial glory. Anthropologist Judith Freidlander, the first academic study to look into
the activities of these restorationist groups, referred to th

36

The

description is appropriate if you consider the radical ideology of the groups in question, but in
her case she was using the term disparagingly in her criticism of outsiders who went into
indigenous communities, like Hueyapan, in order to instruct Natives on how to be more

these restorationist neo-Aztecs were urban middle-class intellectuals, many of them were of
indigenous descent, particularly Nahua.37 In any case, she is correct in noting that they

lost
greatness. Inadvertently, the activities of the Aztec restorationists in the early twentieth-century
initiated modern Mexikayotl (MM).

the learning and teaching of Nahuatl (the Aztec language), and the restoration of Aztec
philosophy and spirituality. Through the exaltation of Aztec greatness, a peculiar form of
romantic indigenism developed that was different from the romanticism of the previous
criollo/mestizo variety. The nationalistic and nativist tendencies inherent in the pursuits of neoMexikas produced an ethnocentric ideology that valued all things indigenous and rejected
everything related to the European. This ideological strain of indigenist discourse produced the
first main group that would shape the course of this radical form of Mexican indigenism: the

headed by an individual of Nahua descent, Juan Luna-Cárdenas. Neo-Aztecists like Luna-
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Cárdenas were the vanguard of the neo-Mexika movement that emerged in the middle of the
twentieth-century.

Juan Luna-Cárdenas and the Society of Aztec Friends
In a fairly recent study of these restorationist movements, Baruc Martínez-Díaz refers to
his name for the neo-Mexikah.38 I have chosen not to

neoaztekah

follow with his use of neoaztekah in my study, because non-specialists might confuse the term
-

colonial period and refers to the general affinity

towards Aztec culture, etc. In my opinion, the term neo-Mexikah is more appropriate for the
groups and individuals that went beyond the simple rhetoric of Aztec greatness and actually
assumed the identity of the historical Mexica (Aztec) people. 39
Scholars looking at these neo-

el movimiento

de la mexicanidad
nativistic in nature and emphasized the recovery of the lost greatness of the Aztec empire. Of
this indigenist current, the leading neo-Mexika organizations that emerged in the 1920s were the
-

-

T

40

Friedlander tells us that there

was another influential organization also associated with Luna-

these groups from the previous indigenists discussed thus far was their complete rejection of, not
just hispanidad but, Western-European culture as a whole.
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Groups like the Great Cultural Society of Aztec Friends (GCSAF), for example,
encouraged their members to shed their non-indigenous names in favor of one in an indigenous

different purposes. While it is unclear if Dr. Atl and Luna-Cárdenas knew each other, they did
have acquaintances in common, such as Juan Chavez-Orozco, a painter who taught a class on
calendar stones for the GCSAF. He had studied under Diego Rivera and most likely had met Atl
at some point.41 What is interesting is that Atl wrote a book where he made connections between
Nahua culture and Atlantis, a belief that was shared among neo-Mexikas and which lends
currency to the idea that Atl and Luna-Cárdenas were likely familiar with each other. 42
This is noteworthy because, like Atl, Luna-Cárdenas also went by a Nahuatl name,
Yäkanini Meztli Kuautémok Kamoh

luna

biography of Luna-Cárdenas taken from the archives of the GCSAF claims that he was originally
of the Holy
Aztec Church) under his Nahuatl name, but that due to religious persecution his parents changed
it to Spanish.43 This same biography also states that he claimed descent from Moctezuma and
that he was heir to the Aztec throne:

He was born on March 30, 1907, in the small town of Yauhtepek [Yautepec], in the
present state of Morelos. His father was Zenón Luna N. native of the town of Ayutla of
State of Guerrero. His mother was Felipa Cárdenas of the small town of Yauhtepek in
the State of Morel
Luna), the son of Kuauhpopoka Metztli, the King of Koyohuakan [
when studying in the Imperial College of Tlaltelolko [Tlaltelolco], from 1535 to 1540,
married the Imperial princess Matzayani Cuauhtémoc, the only daughter of the Great
Emperor of MexicoKamoh was the only descendant of the King of Yautepec.44
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Thus, Luna-

ing the heir of three seats: Coyoacan,

Yautepec, and the great Aztec capital itself

Tenochtitlan.

Figure 1: Juan Luna Cárdenas circa 1947, from his book, Pre-historia de America.

If the entire

of Luna-Cárdenas and the GCSAF was to restore the ancient

greatness of the Aztecs, in the case that those plans ever came to fruition, the restored nation of
Anahuac would already have their ready leader

a direct descendant of the Mexica royal house.

Congruent with that fantasy was the troublesome notion that the GCSAF would have to purify
the Mexican nation once it was successfully restored. If there is an uneasy underlying tinge of
racial extremism here, it is not by accident. The anthropologist, Lina Odena-Güemes, who has
looked closely at neo-Mexika organizations found that some of the individuals had racial
109

supremacist inclinations. This sentiment was first espoused by Luna-Cárdenas who, as an
engineering student in Germany in the thirties adopted the idea of Aryan superiority, a seemingly
contradictory notion he would later translate into that of Aztec greatness. 45 Take the following
statement by one of Odena-

-Mexika informants:

He gives great importance to the study of ethnic and racial phenomena and considers that
the Jewish race is inferior inasmuch as the Nahuatl race belongs to the higher races. He
often points out the similarity between the swastika and the nahui ollin sign. He
concludes that the power of the Aztecs was derived from the esoteric power of this sign,
the same power contained in the swastika employed by Hitler. He knows in detail the
Nuremberg Trials, mentions them and comments on the dates, the contents, the names of
witnesses, etc.46

Thus, neo-Mexikas equated the Aztecs with Aryans and imbued them with mystical powers that
were supposedly derived from symbols. Also evident is the rhetorical development of Aztec
greatness, perfection, and exception. Stressing this point, Odena-Güemes cites examples
throughout her study of the belief among neo-Mexikas that ancient Anahuac civilization was the
best at science, mathematics, botany, astronomy, and just about any other human discipline
imaginable.
estorationists and neoMexikas, compared two distinct indigenous nativistic movements and separated them into the

Native communities to study in the capital in the hopes of enacting positive social change for
-Mexikas who,
oblivious their cognitive dissonance, rejected scientific principles that contradicted their beliefs
while giving credit to the Aztecs for things they never discovered. From informant testimony,
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47

The belief that ancient Nahuas possessed

scientific knowledge that humanity has only discovered in the modern era, combined with the
supremacist rhetoric described above, set the precedent for a Mexika exceptionalist ideology that
is widespread among cultural radicals today.
This notion of being exceptional can also be gleaned from some of the names given to the
aztekah organizations, such that of the Great Cultural Society of Aztec Friends (GCSAF). Juan
Luna-Cárdenas headed this organization from its inception in the early twenties until its decline
in the mid fifities. Through this organization, Luna-Cárdenas published numerous books on
Nahuatl grammar as well as some that promoted his ethnocentric, pseudo-historical, and pseudoscientific account of Aztec thought and culture.48 The GCSAF initially manifested itself as the
-Cárdenas, his father,
and a few other close friends

all of whom were presumably of Nahua descent
49

group composed of individuals (all men) who self-

founded

This was the first neo-Mexika
aztin

aztekah

claimed to be native Nahuatl-speakers from the surrounding areas of the Federal District. From
the start, the main objectives that the group outlined were the revitalization of the Nahuatl
aztekatl

name to the GCSAF and began to proselytize their aztekah doctrine in earnest.50
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The Beginnings of Modern Mexikayotl
As Martínez-Díaz explains, all of the major neo-Mexika groups have an origin myth that
ties them to an elusive council of elders who were the keepers of traditional knowledge. In their
origin myth, the GCSAF spoke of Zenón Luna (Juan Luna-Cárdenas father) as a great leader

at a town called Ayutla de los Libres, Guerrero.51 Apparently, the purpose of the meeting was to
re
leadership role in the three organizations previously mentioned: the Tlimetl Society, the Aztec
Language Academy, and the Great Cultural Society of Aztec Friends (GCSAF). As previously
mentioned, the GCSAF was the most influential of these and, in my estimation, is undoubtedly
the ideological ancestor of most, if not all, of the neo-Mexika calpullis (cultural communities)
that came thereafter.52
Luna-Cárdenas was the founder of the modern Mexikayotl movement. Of course, that is
not to say that he alone did it all, but all aztekah roads lead to him. Given his predilection for
self-aggrandizement and historical fancy, one wonders how Luna-Cárdenas was able to convince
the original group of neophytes of his message and that he was the heir to the throne of Mexico.
Nonetheless, after many years of influence, his reputation and credibility started to crumble
especially after an incident that occurred in the Nahua community of Hueyapan in the late
fifties.53 Odena-Güemes recounts the unfortunate and defining episode thus:

Luna Cárdenas was the protagonist of a sad history in Hueyapan in which the Nieva
siblings disapproved of his conduct. A succinct narration of what is known and said in
Hueyapan relates that some murals had been found in the vicinity of the town; when Juan
Luna and his companions arrived at the place of discovery, the sky became cloudy and it
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began to rain torrentially, but it happened that the clouds opened, letting the rays of the
sun bathe and crown only him. With this natural phenomenon on his side and his lineage
unquestioned, he appeared to be enlightened. That occurrence was taken as a sign that a
prince descended from the old Mexica nobility was to be born there. Thus, against her
disconsolate parents told us that this was
in the area) was born. Luna Cárdenas continued his restorative activities there but his
enthusiasm decreased over time; he stopped caring for the child and never returned to
Hueyapan. The girl ended up having to leave the village because it was impossible to
live in such a marked situation.54

The reason Luna-Cárdenas was ever in Hueyapan can be traced to the early fifties, when
a gentleman from the community, Eliseo Cortés, reached out to him after learning of his
organization and efforts to restore Nahuatl. Luna-Cárdenas was one among many at this time

-cedilla) replaced the
linguistic eccentricities. After first attending a language
Luna-Cárdenas in

sometime in the early fifties.
Even before meeting Luna-Cárdenas his interest in language revitalization was spurred
on by the arrival in the forties of the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP) and the Instituto
Nacional Indigenista (INI) to Hueyapan.55 The purpose of these government agencies was to

-Revolutionary
56

The more indigenous the community looked in terms of culture, language, and dress,

the more funding it received. This project ran counter to the vision that Vasconcelos had laid out
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for a singular national mestizo identity. In this case, economic enterprise proved more valuable
than nationalistic ideology for the government.
Upon meeting, Cortés and Luna-Cárdenas became good friends, and the former became
connection to the rural and indigenous communities that lent authenticity to his own
neo-Mexika project in the big city. For all his support, Cortés never really received any benefits
from his association with Luna-Cárdenas.57 Sadly enough, the young girl chosen for the mating
ritual described by Odena-Güemes above was none other than Cortés own daughter. Needless to
say, they two men had a falling out. Luna-Cárdenas stopped going to the village, and the people
of Hueyapan soon abandoned his Nahuatl revitalization and Mexikayotl restoration efforts.

Neo-Mexika Publications

-Cárdenas that their local
dialect of Nahuatl was wholly inadequate.58 His criticism held authority, because, ever since his
proposed orthographic changes of written Nahuatl were accepted at the Aztec Congress of 1939,
other nahuatlatos had followed his lead. A case in point is that of Miguel Barrios-Espinoza, who
was educated as a teacher and worked with Robert Barlow (American linguist) who trained him
in linguistics and paid for all his publications including the Mexihkatl Itonalama (1950) and a
collection of poems. Barrios-Espinoza worked as an assistant for Barlow collecting
ethnographic and linguistic materials in different Nahuatl towns in the valley of Mexico.59 The
Mexihkatl Itonalama was an all Nahuatl periodical with a neo-Mexikah message that operated
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independently of Luna-Cárdenas but was likely influenced by him. A good example of this
influence is found in the following piece ti

see Figure 2):

It appears that we, us who are Mexicans, do not properly love our language; it
appears that we are now ashamed to speak as masewales [Indians]; it appears that our
language makes us believe that we do not have the same worth among those other people
who consider themselves civilized.
Why should we feel ashamed because the Spaniards told us that we are worthless,
when they came here to Mexico and robbed the Mexican gold? The Spaniards want to
eradicate our Mexicanness, and truly they have already destroyed many things. And now
why should we let also our language be lost? Why should we allow this? Is that of no
value which our first ancestors created? How is this? Are we not Mexicans?
The land on which we live is our property, our refuge, our dwelling place; may
we protect our language, may we exalt our discourse among the other great nations; may
we make our ceramic plates of many impressive colors; may we polish them with much
craftsmanship and build our houses.
The good things that we learned through the labor of our ancestors must not be
forgotten. Let us do that which is proper for a Mexican, so that in that way Mexicanness
will not be lost.60

This restorationist message admonishing Mexicans for not embracing their Mexicanness
is straight out of Lunabooks between 1938 and 1964 that promoted similar ethnocentric neo-Mexika positions,
advanced his peculiar from of Nahuatl writing, and that attacked academics for (in his opinion)
incorrectly assessing the cultures of the continent. For instance, in the book Pre-historia de
America (1947), Luna-Cárdenas explicitly accuses archeologists of engaging in simple
investigations and not making the proper connections to the pre-history of America:

Investigations have been developed in a field of prejudice; researchers from all parts of
the Earth have spoken with their studies, and these studies have been published in a
dispersed manner and completely diverge as to the standard of their conclusions.
Nothing more could come from the tangle of wild ideas that have dominated over the
peoples of our continent.61
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Casting doubt on the methods and conclusions made by mainstream scholars, Luna-Cárdenas
inserted his own pseudo-historical and pseudo-scientific interpretations that underscore most of
his work.62 Perhaps the main revision that emerges is the idea that Mesoamerican cultures did
not practice human sacrifice or anthropophagy.63

Figure 2: Mexihkatl Itonalama, Vol. 5.

Nevertheless, examples of Luna-Cárdenas making up ideas for the sake of contradicting
established knowledge are readily available. For instance, throughout the book cited above, Pre116

historia de America
into usage was in 1938 when Luna-Cárdenas introduced it in his doctoral dissertation and stated
64

The term was

c-cedilla), but the point is that he claimed that it
was the original Nahuatl name of the American continents.65 The toponym is not found in any
Nahuatl dictionary or standard literature on Mesoamerica and only exists in those associated with
neo-Mexika ideology. It is very likely that the term originates with Luna-Cárdenas himself.66 It
is also worth mentioning that there is another term used among neo-Mexikas that is found in the
conceptually
ecumene

67

This begs the question, if he was already partial to the
when he could have just as easily used

aztekah spelling)?
As evinced by his racial supremacist tendencies above, Luna-Cárdenas was full of
contradictions. On the one hand, he valued Western science

although filtered through an

aztekah lens, and on the other, he railed against Eurocentrism as it pertained to American
cultures. When the facts were inconvenient, he resorted to fiction. His motivation in crafting the
a analysis, but in this case, it was
an indigenous scholar engaged in the act. When asked in an interview about his thoughts on the
name of the Western Hemisphere, this was his curious response:

Well yes, the name America rarely appears in the books and its origin is certainly not
explained in the geographical maps, but is attributed to a certain man named Amerigo
Vespucci. In fact, there never was an Amerigo Vespucci, because his real name was
Albericus Vespucci, making several trips with Christopher Columbus, specifically on his
second voyage when the region of Venezuela was seen. 68 He asked the natives where
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are to the west of the country. Subsequently, he sent his relaciones [written accounts] to
Germany to a gentleman named Waldseemüller who read the wonders of the trip. As a
result, Waldseemüller chose to immortalize the surname of the cartographer and

was used to give the name to the
entire continent. Which by the way, in the Aztec language it [the continent] already had
ic group traveled from the regions of
Canada to the pre-Inca Andes, and vice-versa, from the pre-Inca Andes and Mesoamerica
they traveled north to visit the Aztec groups of North America. 69

This interview was conducted at a LULAC conference in 1979, and there are two main things to
take from his response. First, the Western Hemisphere is named after a Venezuelan mountain
region whose name is the indigenous source for the term America. And second,
Nahuatl name is actually Ixachilan with no explanation given as to why that is. Some of Lunaquestionable views were later picked up by the influential Native American historian
Jack D. Forbes when he began advocating for Chicana/o indigeneity in the early 1960s. In turn,
those views helped shape the indigenist worldview of indigenist Chicana/os.

Conclusion
The Mexican historian Fernando Benítez once noted that in the feverish nation building
70

Beníte
artists

-century leading
Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Rufino Tamayo, and

Frida Kahlo whom, he noted, were moving the nation forward by looking back at its historical
legacy. As we have seen, by the end of the nineteenth-century this legacy had begun to coalesce
around the idea of a mixed nation, both indigenous and Spanish. With few exceptions, for most
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indigenists, including artists, the multiracial makeup of the young Mexican nation was
inconsequential. Disregarding all other racial elements that constituted the true biological nature
of the population, such as the African and Asian, what mattered most to the development of
Mexican ethno-nationalism was the indio-hispano heritage of the nation.
Those cultural outliers did not fit the dominant narrative that had prevailed in capturing
71

In many ways, the rise of Mexican indigenismo

received tremendous reinforcement from artists and poets who promoted it as much as the
intellectuals who had theorized it. These cultural creators and social innovators constituted two
influential branches of the academic elite. The intellectuals were responsible for developing the
body of ideas from which mexicanidad was conceptualized, and the artists applied those
concepts as primer for the physical projections of their idealized cultural representations. 72 More
importantly, these Mexicanist artists and thinkers heavily influenced the ideologies and
aesthetics of the Chicano movement of the sixties and seventies that continued well after that
cause waned in the early eighties. Unwittingly, Chicana/o artists helped sow the seeds of neoAztecist ideology and the adoption of Mexika identity in Aztlan. People like Luna-Cárdenas did
much to help that come about as well.
As the main voice of the movement, Luna-Cárdenas took his message abroad, throughout
Latin America and the United States. He even taught a course at the University of Texas
73

In 1980, he was

Longhorn Radio Network
where he continued to promote his aztekah views.74 After careful consideration, I can
confidently state that Juan Luna-Cárdenas is the progenitor of the Aztecist and neo-Mexika
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lifestyle known by its adherents as Mexikayotl

the essence of being Mexican, Mexicanness or

Mexicanity.
There is no question about the connection between contemporary ethnocentric cultural
organizations known as calpullis and Luna-Cárdenas and his Society of Aztec Friends. Today,
the founder has been largely forgotten by most neo-Mexikas. In fact, other than specialists and
the older generation of original converts, the average Mexika today has never even heard of
Luna-Cárdenas or any of the other figures that spearheaded the indigenist movement they follow.
Ironically, much of the pseudo-history and assertions of pre-historic scientific discoveries are
now accepted as fact and as oral history transmitted from time immemorial. The facts contradict

revisions.75 With the stage set, the actors that followed adopted most of the aztekah rhetoric
scripted by Luna-Cárdenas but performed it in a plot of their own design. The curtain fell on the
first neo-Mexika act and rose on the second.
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desconsolados nos relataron que
del nombre
zona. Luna
Cárdenas prosiguió con sus actividades restauradoras pero con el tiempo fue decayendo su entusiasmo; dejo de
atender al vástago y acabo por no volver más a Hueyapan. La joven tuvo que abandonar el pueblo pues era
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University, 2016), 283.
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Friedlander, Being Indian in Hueyapan, 1975, 129.
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For more on their relationship, see Friedlander, 182 84.
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For more on this idea that Native Nahuatl speakers consider their dialect lacking and inferior, see
l in the Plural: The
-93.
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Miguel Barrios Espinoza, Mexihkatl Itonalama, 20 vols. (Azkapotzalco, D.F.: s. n., 1950). Information
on Barrios Espinoza was provided to me by Hansen (cited above), personal communication, December 2016.
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Mexihkatl Itonalama, vol. 5 (Azkapotzalco, D.F.: s. n.,
1950), 1. Magnus P. Hansen provided the English translation from the Nahuatl original (see Figure 2), personal
communication, December 2016. He holds a Ph.D. in Linguistic Anthropology and specializes in Mexican
indigenous languages, especially Nahuatl.
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Juan Luna Cárdenas, Pre-historia de America (Mexico, D.F.: U.T.L.I. Aztekatl, 1947), 9. Original

la Tierra han intervenido con sus estudios, y estos estudios se han publicado de una manera dispersa y divergen
completamente en cuanto al criterio de sus conclusiones. No otra cosa podía resultar de esa maraña de ideas
62

This distrust of Western science and scholarship is shared by other indigenous ethnocentrists and is not
unique to neo-Mexikah. Vine Deloria, Jr., a scholar of Native American descent, was an American equivalent of
Juan Luna-Cárdenas; for an example of his anti-scientific stance, see Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and
the Myth of Scientific Fact (Golden, Colo.: Fulcrum Pub., 1997).
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This is a persistent idea among neo-Mexikas. I trace it to the archeologist Eulalia Guzmán who
published a book in 1958, Relaciones de Hernán Cortés a Carlos V sobre la invasión de Anáhuac, in which she
analyzed the letters of Hernán Cortés. In it, she calls into question his reports of widespread human sacrifice and
cannibalism. She concludes that Cortes made it all up in order to justify his own illegal actions in Mexico. Guzmán
and Luna-Cárdenas knew each other, and it is possible that he borrowed these ideas from her. In the prologue, she
states that the work on the book began in 1940, and that she finished writing the manuscript in 1947. It took over 10
years to find someone that would publish her polemic account. This suggests that these ideas of denying human
sacrifice and cannibalism among the Aztec date to at least that period. Eulalia Guzmán, Relaciones de Hernán
Cortés a Carlos V sobre la invasión de Anáhuac, 2nd ed. (Mexico: Editorial Orión, 1966), cxxv cxxviii.
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86. Quoted from
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variant.
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Martínez Díaz also thinks that the term is a Luna-Cárdenas construction.

-
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Siméon sim
cemanauac
Diccionario de la lengua nahuatl o
mexicana: redactado según los documentos impresos y manuscritos más auténticos y precedido de una
introducción, séptima edición en español (México: Siglo Veintiuno, 1988), 77. The term is sometimes translated to
and Pacific Oceans that sandwich Mexico. Like the other
toponyms used by neoa Mexikayotl group that was founded in the 1970s.
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This is incorrect. Vespucci sailed with Portuguese explorers, and never with Columbus.
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League of United Latin American Citizens, Cultura y civilización azteca / Juan Luna Cárdenas, DVD
(from original U-matic videocassette container), Filmed Interviews, Special Collections, Benson Latin American
Collection, UT-Austin, (1979), 00:28-02:51. Original interview is in Spanish.
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Fernando Benítez, Lázaro Cárdenas Y La Revolución Mexicana
de Obras de Historia (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1977), 123 27.
71

and imagined
as both inherently limited and sovereign. It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso
Editions/NLB, 1983), 15.
72

cultural innovators that were not necessarily part of the intelligentsia.
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Juan Luna Cárdenas, La Cultura y La Sociedad Azteca, Sound recording, Cassette 478, 10 vols., Lectures
Delivered in Course ETS 374 (University of Texas - Austin: Benson Latin American Collection, s.n., 1979).
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The Mexican American Experience
(University of Texas, Austin: KUT Longhorn Radio Network, July 19, 1980), Program Collection of the KUT
Longhorn Radio Network, http://www.laits.utexas.edu/onda_latina/program?sernum=000536349&term=.
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lunacardenista
-Mexikah revisions and interpretations that
disagree with the accepted scholarship;
Most academics that have looked at this
phenomenon are unaware of its deeper history and only date its occurrence within the last fifteen years.
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Chapter 4
-1969

Introduction
Several decades had passed since the end of the Mexican Revolution when an upheaval
of a different sort swept the nation. Just as idealist youth had rejected the status quo of the early
1900s, a new generation of dreamers in the 1950s began searching for alternative ways of
relating to the world. This manifested itself partly through the subversive lifestyle of the
pachuco

This border youth culture was introduced by the comedic actor Germán Valdés,

better known by his stage name
pachuquismo

Although the pachuco lifestyle, known as
-Aztecism or Anahuac restorationists, it played a role

in the emergence of Mexican counterculture. In a roundabout way, young Mexicans of the fifties
and sixties embraced Indianness through drug experimentation and by rejecting the values of
their conservative society. In this, pachuquismo played a role, and we begin this part of the story
with Germán Valdés.
Valdés was born in Mexico City on September 19, 1915, but was not raised there. His
family moved around Mexico during his formative years, finally settling in Juarez, Chihuahua,
when he was twelve. Growing up along the border, he

like his ethnic Mexican peers

came of

age in a period when the United States was highly xenophobic. During the Great Depression, the
U.S. government issued the Mexican Repatriation Act (1929-1939), a euphemistically and
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inappropriately labeled injunction whose intended target were undocumented ethnic Mexican
immigrants. In the ten years that the U.S. enforced the Act, the country ethnically cleansed itself
of over a million Mexicans through forced or coerced deportations. It did not matter that sixty
percent of those

were American born citizens.

With the start of the Second World War, Americans signed up in droves to fight against
the Axis Powers creating a labor shortage. Along the border, immigrants from Mexico slowly
returned to satisfy the growing demands of a war economy in need of workers. During the war,
American conservative values became more pronounced, and the U.S. government sanctioned
xenophobia when it rounded up Japanese Americans and interned them in camps. This was the
social environment that Mexican immigrants encountered, one not so different from the
Depression era discrimination they had faced just a few years earlier. Living in Juarez,
Chihuahua, Valdés witnessed
as the development of a distinct Mexican-American youth culture in the barrios (neighborhoods)
of Juarez and El Paso, Texas

one that he later emulated successfully in Mexican cinema.

The pachuco lifestyle was a response to a variety of factors. These included increased
urbanization among Mexican-Americans, increased labor demands satisfied by Mexican
immigrants who replaced the American workers fighting in the war, and the rise of consumer
culture among young working class ethnic Mexicans. Chicano studies scholar Sonny Espinoza
notes that the vacuum created by the Anglo youth who
1

This

-American youths
ion, hence, a youth culture emerged amongst the working
2
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Indeed, the ostentatious high-waisted, wide-

legged, tight-cuffed, and pegged trousers of the zoot-suits

as they were called

made pachucos

stand out. The pants complemented a long coat with wide lapels and wide padded shoulders, a
fedora hat, a pocket watch with a long knee length chain, and French-style pointed shoes.
Although this costume was popular among many ethnic groups
and African Americans

Filipinos, Italians, Irish,

anti-Mexican sentiment incited by the press in 1942-1943 led to

violence against pachucos in several American cities during the sotacuche

for the military uniform,

went off to fight, and returned from the war as the highest decorated ethnic group. The pachucos
gave way to the Mexican-American generation who formed the civil rights organizations that
gave rise to the Chicano movement a generation later.3

Figure 1: Germán Valdés as "Tin Tan" the pachuco. Public domain.
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pachuco big

in the

early fifties, the fad was in decline in the U.S. As a borderland phenomenon, it was virtually
unheard of in the Mexican interior, and there is a good reason for that. Mainstream Mexicans
viewed border culture as corrupted and unworthy of inclusion in the umbrella of mexicanidad.
pocha

pocho

ory terms used by

Mexicans to connote Americanized ethnic Mexicans tainted with Anglo values and culture.
Ironically, Mexican Americans

chicanos

originally used

disparagingly towards lower and working class Mexican immigrants.
chicanos
La Cronica

chicanos

embarrassment to all Mexicans for their low-class behavior and roaming the streets selling
4

In

other examples of this period, the term was often used to label ethnic Mexicans who behaved in
unbecoming behavior usually associated with the rural poor. An analogous way to view this is to
chicano
poor whites. During the Chicano movement, young Mexican Americans redeemed the label and
applied it to themselves as a badge of pride in their Mexican heritage. In fact the term is a

pron

mexica

-SHE-ca). All of these terms (pocho, pachuco, and chicano) were

particular to the Americanization and creation of a distinct Mexican border aesthetic one that
blended Mexican working class attitudes with American consumerism.
Pachuquismo was also a response to the alienation felt by young people who experienced
a society that was indifferent at best and
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intolerant at worst. Young Chicana/os understood that there was something wrong, and the very
name assumed by these disaffected youth reflected that sentiment. In a memoir by Rosalía
Valdés-Julían

La historia inédita de Tin Tan, she recalls her father

explaining that the term pachuco came from th

Me voy para el chueco

to the crooked side). In time, through the organic nature of linguistic evolution, the phrase was
para el chueco

pachuco

5

Chicana/os still

pachuquismo to Mexican audiences does not appear to have
translated into a similar pervasive subculture among urban youth there. The dynamic was not the
same. Mexico already had its ow

pelado
pachuco did have an influence on the surfacing

Mexican rock-and-roll culture of the fifties and sixties. In an enlightening book on Mexican
counterculture by José Agustín, he notes that pachucos were few in Mexico City, but they left a
6

significant impression nonetheless. They usually congregated
When Valdés was at the height of his movie screen pachuco persona, the Mexican

intellectual Octavio Paz published Labyrinth of Solitude (1950). Labyrinth was an analysis of lo
mexicano that begins by harshly criticizing pachucos

The

purpose of his grotesque dandyism and anarchic behavior is not so much to point out the
injustice and incapacity of a society that has failed to assimilate him as it is to demonstrate his
7

As a privileged scholar, Paz found it difficult to understand

Chicana/o life, but that did not stop him from psychoanalyzing it. More to the point, he found
the adoption of American conspicuous consumption by Chicanos as an excess that was
antithetical to Mexicanness, and perhaps even a threat to the fabric of Mexican conservatism.
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It could be said that pachuquismo was the first true form of American counterculture to
invade Mexico, which explains why Agustín begins his book with a discussion about it. He also
8

Although not

explicitly saying so, Agustín is evidently connecting the non-conventionality of the beatniks and
hippies

whom the book is really about
pachucos. Agustín goes on to describe the rise of hippie culture in Mexico and its

ties to the radical left political youth movement that developed in response to the growing
repression and abuse of power by the conservative government.
The most disturbing example of this abuse came in the form of the now infamous
Tlatelolco

, that left hundreds of student protesters dead. The

government of then President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz disputed the claim that the troops he sent to
disrupt the 10,000-strong demonstration at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas (Square of the Three
Cultures) had killed around 300 demonstrators. The government officially confirmed the death
of only 32 protestors. Among the reasons that sparked the student movement was the stagnation
of the economy and the desire for government reform. The political establishment viewed the
criticism and motivations for change by the student protesters as attacks on the very structure of
their power the one-party system.9

o

cover up the facts and censor the media. It also took a harsh stance on young people who were
emulating the troublesome counterculture of Anglo-American hippies.
Decades later, the residual trauma surrounding the tragic events of 1968 manifested itself
in the form of a mystical-religious movement around a semiwho is said to have been among the massacred. The movement was given credibility in the
book, Regina: dos de octubre no se olvida (1987), by the New Age author and esoteric guru
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Antonio Velasco-Piña.10

reginistas

-nationalist
neomexicanidad

la nueva mexicandad

(New Mexicanity). This socio-religious movement developed close ties with Aztec dancers and
neo-Mexikas.
As for the hippie connection, Agustín tells us that many followed in the footsteps of the
American beatniks, such as Neal Cassady, Jack Kerouac, and Allen Ginsberg. These cultural
rebels traveled to Mexico in the fifties and sixties in search of hallucinogenic plants
ololiuhqui, peyote, and mushrooms

i.e.

as part of their never ending quest to find alternative ways

of engaging existence itself. At a time when it was not voguish to do so, they made their way to
remote towns like Huautla (Oaxaca), San Miguel de Allende (Guanajuato), and Real de Catorce
(San Luis Potosi). As a result of the beat invasion, these once sleepy communities were slowly
transformed into tourist magnets that have never been the same since.
Taking their cues from the American beatniks, Mexican youth also flocked to where
on Mexican counterculture, Father Enrique
Marroquín

the first academic to study the topic

found that, as in the United States, drug
11

This in turn inspired some Mexican hippies to embrace indigenous spirituality, in particular the
kind which involved the usage of psychotropic drugs.
aztecas

jipitecas

jipis

xipitecas) to distinguish them from Anglo-American hippies.12 Today,

this term is used depreciatively by neo-Mexikas towards those who are perceived as being
or New Agers who do not fo

la tradicion

This was the socio-cultural

and political climate that romantic indigenists contended with during this transformative period.
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The various political, spiritual, and philosophical ideas circulating between the 1940s
1970s in Mexico had a tremendous effect on the evolution of neo-Mexika ideology.
Additionally, there was an independent Native tradition that developed separately from the type
of indigenism discussed in this study thus far. It was la danza tradicional

t collided head

on with aztekah ideology in the seventies. This was the result of the younger generation of
dancers that became increasingly politicized at a time when decolonial movements worldwide
inspired the social unrest at home. The modern Mexikayotl that later gave rise to Chicana/o
indigeneity emerged out of this melding of traditions.

Rodolfo Nieva-López: From Criollo Identity to Neo-Mexika
Rodolfo Nieva-López was born in Mexico City on May 13, 1905 to parents who were
13

chilangos

His grandparents,

on both sides, were from Orizaba, Veracruz, and knew Nahuatl but rarely ever spoke the
language in public. It is unclear if they were actual nahautlatos or if they were just exposed to
the language in their community. It is possible that Nieva-

family was not culturally

indigenous because, as a young man in the mid 1920s, he aligned himself with criollo
nationalism and held a mestizo identity. The anthropologist Lina Odena-Güemes, who looked
closely at Nieva-López and his neo-Mexika activities, adeptly points out that he grew up:

in, the old wound would be
reopened, caused by the desperation to find an identity: to be an indio or to be a criollo
(or rather, to feel indio or to feel criollo) and therefore make every effort to live in a
corresponding way.14
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The ever-present debate over Mexican cultural identity had a deep impact throughout his life.
From young adulthood to maturity, Nieva-López swung from a criollo to an indigenous
identity.15

Figure 2: Rodolfo Nieva-López. MCRCA website.

As with most young people who lived through the trauma of the Mexican Revolution, the
tumult and its aftermath greatly influenced the direction that his education took. Interested in
matters of justice, Nieva-López went to law school at the Facultad de Derechos

Universidad

Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) between 1925 and 1930. A believer in Vasconcelos
neo-positivist cultural enterprise, he was involved in the creation of various student groups,
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including the Partido Nacioanlista Estudiantil, while enrolled at the UNAM.16 He was a
classmate of many future leaders, such as Miguel Alemán Valdez (President of Mexico) and
Ernesto P. Uruchurtu (Regent of Mexico City), the latter with whom he maintained a close
relationship throughout his life. As a young adult, Nieva-López sympathized with the ideas of
Vasconcelos and criollo/mestizo nationalism (ideological mestizaje). And, unlike many of his
post-Revolution generation, he was an adamant Hispanophile and held extreme anti-Anglo
sentiments. He also subscribed to the very popular opinion among nationalist intellectuals that
neither Bolshevism nor American democracy was viable in Mexico.
For most of his life, Nieva-López associated himself with the political environment of the
then all-powerful official party, the Partido de la Revolucion Mexicana which later became the
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). A
was also president of the Mexican Bar of Lawyers, but this would all change in the latter years of
his life. By 1946, Nieva-

ia started to wane while his political thinking

slowly evolved towards indigenist nationalism. His interest in the neo-Mexika brand of
indigenism is largely due to his interaction with Juan Luna-Cárdenas and his aztekah group, the
Great Cultural Society of Aztec Friends (GCSAF).
It is unclear when both men met, but it was sometime in the mid to late fifties. This is
arrived at by noting that Nieva-López was present at Hueyapan when the group headed by LunaCárdenas experienced the natural phenomenon that led to his impregnation of the young
Hueyapeña girl. Nieva-López

María del Carmen, informed Odena-Güemes that the

incident soured the relationship between her brother and the great aztekah leader. LunaCárdenas influence greatly diminished after the exposure of that depraved deed. The GCSAF
soon went out of favor, and in its place, Nieva-López group, the
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Movement of Anahuac Culture), rose to prominence
and established itself as the leading authority of things Mexikayotl. This group was (and is)
commonly known by its Spanish name and acronym, the Movimiento Confederado Restaurador
de la Cultura de Anáhuac (MCRCA).17

founding is unclear, but

Odena-Güemes placed its origin somewhere between 1955 and 1958.

middle class professionals. Like Luna-Cárdenas before him, Nieva-López also went by a
Nahuatl name, Zenkizka Kuauhtli, which loosely translates to

18

It

is unclear from the sources how he received this name, but it does demonstrate the neo-Mexika
tendency of adopting an indigenous name, often of grandiose significance. T
was to restore prewords

Mexikayotl. According to one MCRCA member:

The reason for the founding of our movement is autochthonism; to restore the cultural
values of Anahuac; erase the series of [inferiority] complexes that the invasion left us,
like the Indian complex
the evil that the invasion brought us which is
attributed to our autochthonous ancestors
Therefore it is necessary to bring forth our
19
culture which has been in the dark, because our history was made up by the

The last sentence reveals a couple

the deep sense of

purpose that Aztec culture must be restored and the official narrative of the conquest of Mexico
must be revised. This Lunaesque distrust of the accepted scholarship was a key tenet of modern
Mexikayotl. Neo-Mexikas perceived academic scholarship as one-sided and favorable to the
Spanish as well as denigrating and slanderous to the memory of indigenous ancestors. These
deeply entrenched views fed into the restorative aspect of the MCRCA. Other ways in which
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they challenged conventional standards in the literature involved calling the time before
Eu

pre-Cuauhtémoc

-

-

-

20

Another Lunaesque pattern adopted by the MCRCA was the organizational structure of
Luna-

-Mexika organizations.

As had

Administrator).21 Nieva-López held the position of Great Execut
until his death in 1968 while Enrique de Gortari held the administrator position during that
period. A

-Tekuh-

in terms of purpose or officeholder.

What is clear is that, in keeping with Aztec tradition, individuals held their positions until death
or resignation.
calpullis in
and around Mexico City and the surrounding states. As noted in the previous chapter, a calpulli
(pl. calpultin) at its most basic is a community, but it is sometimes used to denote a school or a
neo-Mexika cultural organization. When Odena-Güemes conducted her initial research in the
late 1970s, she noted the following active groups: Ueuetl Kalpulli de Zakatlamanko (Ancient
Community of Zakatlamanko

Mexico City), Kalpulli de Koakalko (Coacalco

the State of

Mexico), Kalpulli de Mezkititla (Mezquititla the State of Mexico), Kalpulli de Koauillan
(Coahuila City of Torreón), Kalpulli de Zakatekaz (Zacatecas

Zacatecas City), Kalpulli

Martín Carrera (Mexico City), CooperativaMexico City), Cooperativa-Kalpulli de Consumo (Community Food
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Cooperative

Mexico City), Kalpulli de Atzazakuala (Atzazakuala

Kalpulli de Chimalpa (Chimalpa

the State of Tlaxcala), and

Mexico City).22

As the names of some of the calpullis suggest, their purposes ranged from community
food co-ops to more unassuming organizations that functioned as schools that taught preHispanic ideology. Of the latter, the Kalpulli de Koakalko is perhaps one of the best examples of
this enterprise as well as one of the few calpullis associated with the MCRCA that managed to
survive well into the twenty-first century. Francisco Jiménez

an original founding member of

the MCRCA and better known by his Nahuatl name, Tlakaelel

headed Kalpulli de Koakalko

until his death in 2012.23

A Neo-Mexika Revelation
By the early fifties, Nieva-López

when he came

in contact with various aztekah restorationist groups. Nieva-López also claimed that one of these
groups had revealed to him a

that had been supposedly proclaimed by Cuauhtémoc

the night before Tenochtitlan surrendered to the Spanish. Nieva-López first named the mandate
the

but was later renamed the

give it an air of authenticity.24 Apparently, the mysterious aztekah group had chosen NievaLópez as the one to finally reveal the mandate after centuries of secrecy.
Oral tradition among Aztec dancers and neo-Mexikah contends that the message was
l of the
Great Anahuac Confederation) who then directed Cuauhtémoc to proclaim it to the Mexica
people on the eve of the fall of Tenochtitlan. The mandate has since been retranslated and
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25

Although the prose is not as flowery as the Spanish

versions, the following is one of the most common English translations:

Our Sun has gone down / Our Sun has been lost from view / and has left us / in complete
darkness / But we know it will return again / that it will rise again / to light us anew / But
while it is there in / the Mansion of Silence / Let's join together, let's embrace each other /
and in the very center of our being hide / all that our hearts love / and we know is the
Great Treasure. / Let us hide our Temples / our schools, our sacred soccer game / our
youth centers / our houses of flowery song / so that only our streets remain. / Our homes
will enclose us / until our New Sun rises. / Most honorable fathers / and most honorable
mothers, / may you never forget to guide your young ones / teach your children, while
you live / how good it has been and will be. / Until now our beloved Anahuac / sheltered
and protected our destinies / that our ancestors / and our parents enthusiastically received
/ and seeded in our being. / Now we will instruct our children / how to be good / They
will raise themselves up and gain strength / and as goodness make real their great destiny
/ in this, our beloved mother Anahuac.26

mandate is a call to action that delivers a sense of purpose to those who seek an
indigenist direction through Mexikayotl; the presumed antiquity of the mandate gives it sense of
legitimacy.
However, there is no historical basis for the claim that Cuauhtémoc ever delivered the
mandate. There is no hint of its existence before Nieva-López revealed it. When presented with
this problem, neo-Mexikas dismiss it and point to the spirit of the message

one of resistance,

resilience, and restoration that matters more than its authenticity. There is no debate about
when it first appeared in the modern era. According to the prophecy associated with the
mandate, after its initial delivery by Cuauhtémoc, it was supposed to be held secret and only
revealed when the time was right.
preserved for centuries by the
la tradición

mandate prophesied the restoration of the culture of Anahuac
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and the rebirth of Mexicayotl. The MCRCA first made the text public in a 1967 issue of their
newspaper, Izkalotzin (R

Mexikayotl esencia del

mexicano; filosofía náuatl (1969).27 Tellingly, there is no record or mention of the mandate by
anyone, including the ardent neo-Aztecist writers from the colonial period, such as Tezozómoc,
Chimalpahin, and Ixtlilxóchitl. Not even Luna-Cárdenas, the original modern aztekah who
fashioned himself as the heir to the throne of Tenochtitlan, ever mentioned the existence of this
mandate.

and mosaics (see Figure 1).28 Moreover, during the bicentennial of Mexican independence, a
29

journalist described the mandate as

If the

mandate was not an actual pronouncement delivered by Cuauhtémoc at the behest of a Supreme
Council, where did it originate?
In the book Mexikayotl

María del Carmen Nieva-López,

she states

In effect, I certify that the knowledge that I have poured in these pages, I received
according to the mentioned mandate of August 12,1521, in other words through oral
tradition, given that the documents that our culture possessed, like the codices and
hieroglyphs, were savagely destroyed by the Spaniards in the pyres that were formed in
the name of God and under the admonitions of the Spanish priests, who came with the
invading soldiers, in the courtyards of the so-called First Archbishopric of Mexico; the
former, then the latter, torn by a thousand means or placed as the foundations of the
buildings built in the Spanish layout over the city of Méxiko-Tenochtitlan.
The verbal tradition was transmitted to me by the descendants of the great
Kalmeca of Tlauak, Federal District, headed by the illustrious representative of our
people and great mathematician Mr. Estanislao Ramírez. Tlauak was a great cultural
center and in it there flourished notable institutions such as the mentioned Kalmeka,
which when the city fell, as the center of the nation and capital of Anauak, took care of
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retransmitting the mandate of August 12,1521, so that it could be faithfully delivered in a
manner that efficiently fulfilled its purposes.
The knowledge I received was confirmed and supported by representatives of the
Yaqui people. It was also supported by Professor Pablo F. García, distinguished son of
the Tlauika people and originally from Tepoztlan, Morelos. Moreover, they were
confirmed and expanded in Uaxtekapan, today called Huasteca, as well as with various
personal researches carried out in other parts of the country.
The version of our history and culture, as received and relayed as faithfully as
possible in this book, radically contradicts the Spanish version of the same subjects.30

María del Carmen does not give a date on when Rodolfo received the mandate nor why the
elders of the Kalmeca of Tlauak (Tlahuac) entrusted him with revealing it. Additionally, it is
unclear if this revelation is separate from the one where he realized that he was actually an indio
and not a criollo. Like his aztekah predecessor Luna-Cárdenas, Nieva-López felt it was
important to legitimize his indigeneity and leadership position through visions and mysterious
revelations.
On his way to becoming Indian, Rodolfo Nieva1959. This later morphed

early version of the MCRCA. During this time, Nieva-López became the leading figure of
modern
him undoubtedly helped elevate his credibility among aztekah indigenists and the emergent neoMexikas. Meanwhile, the credibility of Juan Luna-Cárdenas took a sharp downward turn
because of the Hueyapan incident. María del Carmen was so disgusted with his actions that her
disdain for the man was still evident when she recounted the story to Odena-Güemes some
twenty years later.31
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As time progressed, former associates of Luna-Cárdenas slowly parted ways with him
and joined Nieva-López in founding the early iteration of the future MCRCA. Some of these
people included members of the Great Light Aztec Union, a group for which little is known other

Mexihcayotl in the mid forties (Figure 2).32
Another reason for the split between the two aztekah leaders was due to ideological
differences. Nieva-López was more interested in political activity and rewriting the history of
the country from a Mexicanist perspective, and Luna-Cárdenas was more concerned with
spiritual matters and reviving Aztec religion.33 Luna-Cárdenas and his followers held
ceremonies dedicated to pre-Hispanic deities. On the other hand, the ceremonies that NievaLópez promoted leaned towards the exaltation of Aztec military heroes and other defenders of
mexicanidad. The importance given to figures like Cuauhtémoc by the members of the MCRCA
is a good example of that.
Although, it might have been the case that both groups favored one approach over the
other, it is also true that both engaged in all of these activities to varying degrees. More to the
point, MCRCA ritually celebrated the Mexika New Year on December 21 and used censers to
burn copal.34 By that same token, Luna-

metaphysical motivations were probably

inspired by his firm belief in the restoration of Mexikayotl, an ideology that anchored itself on
the greatness of its founders

the political Aztec leaders and savants who embodied the

untainted core of a utopian indigeneity.35
The two men shared much in common. Both were charismatic leaders who looked to the
indigenous past for the source of their identity. While Nieva-López favored the political over the
spiritual, Luna-Cárdenas preferred the opposite. Alas, despite Luna-Cárdenas efforts as the
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father of modern Mexikayotl, his aztekah organization remained static and parochial. It took
Nieva-López to successfully spread the message of Mexikayotl far and wide.

The Rise and Spread of Modern Mexikayotl
Nieva-López was a great messenger of whatever ideology he happened to favor at any
given movement in his life, and he found various ways of spreading his gospel. For instance,
when Nieva-López first took up the neo-Mexika torch in the early fifties, he worked as a
El Universal.36 Through his political

colu

connections, he was able to discuss the principles of Mexikayotl with President Adolfo Ruiz
Cortínez (1952-1958) during his presidential campaign. Nieva-López even wrote Ruiz-Cortínez
an open letter in his column asking that, in assessing the problems plaguing the nation, he
37

raza indígena

In that same letter, Nieva-

López argued that although most Mexicans were of mixed ancestry, the mestizo ideology was a
deficient holdover concept from the colonial era. In his estimation, it enabled mestizos to
separate themselves from indigenous people in order to justify their ill treatment and neglect.
In the years leading up to the formation of the MCRCA, Nieva-López was involved in the

Mexico Associations). Through these groups, Nieva-López spread Mexicanist values and
promoted a political ideology guided by those principles. For example, through the MCN,
Nieva-López issued one of his first declarations to the Mexican people in 1956. The last bit of
his message read:
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MEXICAN: Such is your mission; you have to fulfill it by your own efforts and
with your own resources. Do not expect official help.
Let our Government fulfill its specific functions. We fulfill our destinies, those of
our People, which were announced in the legends and traditions of the Aztec or Mexica
people, destinies that are of glory, power and greatness.38

In her analysis of Nieva-López, Odena-Güemes noted his growing authoritarianism which is
evinced through his issuance of dictates as the one quoted above. He became increasingly
disillusioned by the political climate and discontented with the growing rebelliousness and
decadence of the Mexican youth who were being influenced by pochos and Anglo

ardent supporters and followers.
By 1957, his feelings toward these issues and others led him to found the direct
f
this group, Nieva-López hoped to reverse some of the social ills that he perceived were ruining
the country. The first step in accomplishing this goal manifested itself in the drafting of a
Doctrina de la Mexicanidad
that became cornerstones of

Mexikayotl ideology: Nahuatl as the national

language of Mexico to the exclusion of others; the purity of indigenous people contrasted against
the (supposed) inferiority complex of mestizos; and that the maximum goal was the restoration of
39

The Doctrine of Mexicanity reflected much of the original aztekah restorationist rhetoric
and motivations espoused by Luna-Cárdenas and the GCSAF. In keeping with the objectives of
the doctrine, NievaThe purpose of the academy was to

146

create a Nahuatl alphabet that promoted the written usage of that language among Mexicans. In
true Lunaesque fashion, he advocated for a very particular Nahuatl alphabet that borrowed from
Luna-Cárdenas, Miguel Barrios-Espinoza, and the standards set forth by the

of

1939.40
The year before the establishment of the language academy, the Mexicanist Movement
Movimiento Confederado de Anáhuac
Anahuac)

restaurador

purpose of resurrecting the cultural, spiritual, and political values ancient Mexico. The cure for
-López believed, could only come from immersing oneself in
Mexikayotl. The process involved rejecting mestizaje as an ideology, adopting a Nahuatl name
calpullis
particularly those of Anglo-American and Spanish/European origin.
In a unique move that drew from his academic education, Nieva-López oversaw the

Association of Lawyers). He was also responsible for the creation of the Anahuaka Nemilil
Nechikolli (Anahuac Culture Institute) which oversaw the teaching of philosophy, art, dance,
literature, song, sculpture, biological sciences, and the history of Anahuac from a neo-Mexika
perspective. Additionally, as previously noted, he also founded lzkalotl (Resurgence), the

Always the patriot and public servant, Nieva-López worked a great part of his life in the
government of Mexico City, where he took advantage of his relations with Ernesto P. Uruchurtu,
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Council of Mexico City). Having had close ties with Presidents Miguel Aleman and Emilio
Portes Gil, he made them honorary members of the MCRCA in 1960. As Nievamexicanismo grew more xenophobic and extremely nationalistic, his displeasure with the
direction of Mexican politics increased accordingly. Nieva-López
facing the nation prompted his political motivations, a move that antagonized some of his old
acquaintances. His political ambitions had a tremendous effect on the future of the organization.
From 1965 onward, Nieva-López gradually politicized his speech and radicalized his
position against the government. On September 15 of that year, he announced the creation of a
La
mexicanidad jamás perecerá
for Nahui Ollin

the Aztec spiritual and philosophical concept of Four-Movement. The motto
In Mexikayoyeliztli Aik Ixpoliuiz which

basically meant the same thing.41 Disheartened by the lack of autochthonous pride among
government bureaucrats, Nieva-López made enemies as he steadily criticized the political
system. The PRI accused him of having betrayed the ideals of the Revolu

being a reactionary not to mention the communists whom he probably despised the most.
Nieva-López decided it was best to tour the country under the banner of his own party,
which was officially formalized on March 1, 1967. His political career as a presidential
candidate of the republic was relatively short. In September 1968, as the Mexicanity Party
prepared to participate in its first elections, Nieva-López died suddenly under mysterious
circumstances. Because of his unexpected death, many MCRCA members suspected foul play
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and imagined various conspir
Autochthonous Priests of Texcoco) for his death because it was well known that they opposed
the politicization of Mexikayotl. According to MCRCA lore, these priests were highly secretive
and were the main governing council of all restorationist groups. Despite the strong belief
among members that the priests existed, there is no evidence to support that claim. Still, others
pointed at politicians who feared that Nieva-

s were gaining traction

outside of his Mexico City following and wanted to stop his progress. His sister and other close
collaborators believed it was the latter. Given the political climate of 1968

with the student

massacre at Tlatelolco and general political repression, the suspicions of María del Carmen were
well justified.
Nieva-López

, and the

MCRCA organization soon had to make other changes. The climate of persecution in 1968
forced it

order to distance themselves from politics now that Nieva-López was gone, the organization
-political character.
After restructuring the organization, María del Carmen
Izkalotzin Zepayeuatzin

known by her Nahuatl name

took charge after Jorge, their brother, declined to succeed Rodolfo.

Izkalotzin was an elementary school teacher and school inspector in Cuajimalpa. She remained
at the helm of the MCRCA only for a while. Izkalotzin dedicated most of her energy directing
the

Anahuac Culture Institute where she taught Nahuatl language courses. She

to match Nieva-López charisma and leadership, and this generated divisions and struggles within
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the organization. Infighting produced schisms that led directly to its loss of prominence, and
new groups headed by former MCRCA members soon emerged. Without question, all of them
operated under the shadow of their deceased leader
Rodolfo F. Nieva-López.

The Danza Azteca-Chichimeca
While modern Mexikayotl developed in the fifties, an older form of indigenous
expression, la danza tradicional

raditional dance) underwent an evolution in Mexico City.

This is important here, because it is through the medium of the danza (as it is simply called) that
modern Mexikayotl made its way to Aztlan and influenced Chicana/o indigeneity. 42 Although
neo-Mexikas at this time were not directly associated with danzantes (dancers), the blending of
aztekah ideology with la danza tradicional was instrumental in the transformation of modern
Mexikayotl.43 Therefore, the following synthesis of danza is necessary.
The history of the danzas aztecas and mexicas originates with the danza conchera

a

spiritual and syncretic folkloric dance that was developed in the Bajío region of Mexico,
particularly in the state of Querétaro. The changes occurring in danza in the fifties produced at
least two new major offshoots of the danza conchera:
Chichimec dance)

danza azteca-chichimeca

-

danza mexica

interrelatedness between the three, ideological and spiritual differences divided and slowly drove
them apart. Up until that time, the danza conchera had changed very little, especially in the rural
communities whence it originated. Conchero dance troupes routinely splintered and created new
groups, but the divisions that occurred in Mexico City were considerably different. The sources
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suggest that aztekah ideology and Mexicanist influences played a key role in their separation in
that city.

Figure 3: Concheros, c. 1940s, Martha Stone Papers.

There exist a great many folk and indigenous dances in Mexico. Each one varies
depending on the region, and each has its own distinct and interesting history. Oral tradition
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contends that the danza conchera originate
question is not that of the Tenochtitlan, but rather the conquest of Querétaro on July 25, 1531.
This is but one of many military operations that took place in the subsequent decades after the
fall of Mexico City. Like many battles of the period, this one took on a religio-mystical meaning
44

and can be considered part of a trope, the

The battle and the cross

form the basis for the origin story of the danza conchera in conjunction with the supposed
mataindios
defeat of the Chichimec.45
Concheros contend that their tradition is directly tied to that battle at Sangremal hill. The

Christianized Otomí people and the unconverted and unconquered Chichimec of the region. This
region, which encompasses parts of the modern West North-Central Mexican states
Aguascalientes, Guanajuato, Querétaro and Centro(the lowlands). Conchero lore affirms that the oldest and original danza groups come from this
region and point to the legend of the bloody hill to support this claim. This is also why they are
known as danzantes de la conquista (dancers of the conquest).
Colonial sources indicate that a battle did in fact take place in that part of the Bajío, but it
was not one fought between Spanish forces and indigenous defenders. In religious terms, it was
mainly an Indian versus Indian conflict involving the spiritual conquest of pagans into the fold of
the Catholic Church. For many years after the Aztecs fell, indigenous communities outside of
t
little by little, the autonomy of most Native people in central Mexico gave way to ecclesiastical
cacicazgos
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Indian settlements ruled by

Christianized Native chiefs. The danza conchera is believed to have originated as a syncretic
response that blended indigenous practices with the new Spanish religion.
As the Spanish made their way into the Bajío from Mexico City, they encountered
resistance from the numerous Otomitl (Otomí ) and Chichimecah (Chichimec) tribes of the
region. An example of this resistance came from an Otomí cacique (Indian chief) by the name of
Cónin. He, along with his family and a group of Chichimec followers, avoided capture and
religious conversion by taking refuge in caves while subsisting on hunting and gathering.46 After
numerous skirmishes with the Spanish, Cónin finally converted to Christianity and took the name
Hernando de Tapia around the year 1530. Together with the cacique Nicolás de San Luis
Montáñez (a descendant of the rulers of Tula) and other Christianized chiefs, Cónin dedicated
himself to spreading the Christian faith and undertook the conquest of the Chichimec peoples in
the Bajío region. He commanded an army composed of converted Tlaxcalan and Otomí Indians,
as well as of some Spaniards, and led them into Querétaro to the fateful battle of Sangremal in
1531.47
As legend has it, Cónin and the Chichimec agreed that no lethal weapons were to be used
during the battle of Sangremal. This hand-to-hand combat was a customary practice during the
pre-contact period where the objective was to capture rather than kill on the battlefield. When
red a shining cross, suspended in the air above the
fields of battle, and at its side the image of St. James, whose day it was. The Christians had
48

belief by concheros

The

Santiago at its side is
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day of Saint James the Apostle war was made and won against these people, and on that day the
49

Montáñez describes in detail the lead up to the conquest of Querétaro, a process that took
decades to fully complete, from 1522 to 1555. This perhaps explains the confusion with the
dates. He exp

entrada

known as Xilotepec (Jilotepec), which was also the first time that he and Tapia fought with the
querétano Chichimecs. In the same account, Montáñez confounds the years and states that the

He cites fray Isidro Félix de Espinosa (an early priest assigned to Querétaro), who affirmed that
the battle had occurred in 1531. This was also the year that the city of Santiago de Querétaro
was settled, establishing a permanent Spanish presence in the region.
Regardless of when the battle actually occurred, conchero legend attributes it as the
moment when the Chichimec of the Bajío

arcos y flechas

concha (shell) guitar a kind of ten-string guitar made with an armadillo shell as
it s box

from which their name is derived. Interpreting the religious experience in prophetic

terms, the Chichimec ceased fighting, surrendered, accepted the Catholic faith, and requested
that a cross like the one they had witnessed be placed on Sangremal hill. After several attempts
at trying to satisfy the Chichimec, the Spanish finally managed to please them when they brought
a beautiful multicolored stone cross and placed it in on the desired spot. As a sign of joy and
El es
dios

50

To this day, many dancers believe that this was the exact moment danza

was born and then spread to other parts of the Bajío. The fact that the tradition has always had a
strong presence in San Miguel de Allende, Guanajuato is a testament to that.51
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Still, other dancers maintain that the surrender of the Chichimec was temporary, and that
they suspended hostilities in order to recoup and live to fight another day. This might explain
why most titles danzantes use are martially based. Emulating their conquerors, concheros
ad
danzantes de la conquista
conquest). As such, their descendants have carried on the tradition of winning over neophytes to
their particular conception of folk Catholicism.
Whichever way danzantes interpreted the religious signs

whether as a vehicle for

religious conversion or a military détente designed to gather strength
its

both beliefs gave danza

. Each interpretation provided the impetus danzantes needed in their role as

guerreros

r new order.

Anthropologist Gabriel Moedano, who closely studied the concheros, explains that their tradition
belongs to a larger nativist phenomenon that emerged during the conquest as a response to the
rapidly changing cultural and religious landscape.52 At that time, concheros called themselves
the Hermandad de la Santa Cuenta.

53

Moreover, he also approached danza as part of the
54

Through

the brotherhood, Natives tried to save at least some aspects of their social and religious culture
by masking it through Catholicism. Furthermore, given its militaristic aesthetic, it is interesting
to speculate that perhaps the original objective of the brotherhood was to increase their numbers
for a future indigenous rebellion.
Thanks to the efforts of the brotherhood, aspects of Otomí and Chichimec culture
survived in the dance-cult. Filtered through Catholicism, what emerged was more than the usual
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mestizo hybridization, but rather the development of a socio-religious tradition whose objective
was the preservation and maintenance of Native religion and cultural values.55 This desire to
retain their indigenous culture through religious dancing resulted in the creation of formal groups
mesas

56

T

the earliest one in existence. However, another unnamed group also made that claim. They
produced documentation which showed that their mesa had been formalized in the year 1558.57
That was the year that Church officials erected the stone cross at Sangremal hill. If the claims of
the unnamed group are true, that would make them one of, if not, the oldest conchero association
with ties to the original post-conquest Hermandad.
Interestingly, there is hardly any mention of the first dance organizations in the early

Michoacán province in 1649 provides the only reference to indigenous dancers associated with
the stone cross at Santiago de Querétaro. In that account, he noted the deep veneration of the
cross during the religious feast day in its honor and the militaristic code and dress of the
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He also reminisced poetically at the resplendent tradition

while lamenting that it was not as prevalent as had been, signaling a period of decline in the
dance cult:

In the old days they mixed with the militia some mitotes or dances of gentiles,
with such beautiful feathers admired by vanity, and from two hundred to three hundred,
and even more, those who danced, each carried in their head their headdress, and in their
left arm a very big green feather, and to the beat of the militia they led the charge forming
their dance moves as they went, and when they arrived at the church, the soldiery entered
the Mass, and the mitote was then organized in the courtyard, so beautifully, that each
Indian, wearing many and varied colors, represented a beautiful bouquet and all together
a beautiful spring; this custom has been slowly coming to an end as the Indians have been
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consumed; yet still its remnants have survived in the towns of Querétaro, Pátzcuaro,
Tzintzuntzan, Nahuatze [Nahuatzen], Celaya and the great town of Uruápam [sic]; but
not as common as when it first originated.59

Moedano noted that by the middle of the seventeenth-century, danza had exceeded its regional
limits and extended into Michoacán. The tradition Rea praised was in trouble of completely
disappearing due to economic factors that forced populations to shift and resettle.
The eighteenth-century brought intense capitalist development to the area. As a result,
Natives turned from subsistence farming to mining, ranching, and mill labor. This caused
cultural stress and led to a reduction in indigenous language and social norms as indigenous
people adopted Spanish customs in order to survive their new world. 60 The economic
development that ensued caused serious disruption to Otomí and Chichimec life ways leading to
social and cultural disintegration. In response to this transformative period, danzantes
formalized their dance-cult into the Hermandad de la Santa Cuenta, and through it, Natives tried
to save some semblance of their social and religious culture by masking it through Catholicism.
Natives resorted to the security of their traditions as a form of escapism and as a means
from which they could assert their influence. Through their military titles, individuals could feel
like they still held power and sway over others, but perhaps there is more to this. As previously
noted, it is interesting to speculate that maybe the original objective of the brotherhood was to
increase their numbers for a future indigenous rebellion.
Mexican Independence surely is suggestive of that. Scholars have shown that the power
struggles between the Spanish landed elites, the criollo bourgeoisie, and the mostly indigenous
labor force shattered the stability of the region.61 Those conflicts are credited as the forerunners
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After independence, many indigenous laborers from the Bajío region moved into urban
centers. In the late nineteenth-century, in particular, Mexico City saw an influx of rural Natives
in search of a better life. As people moved away from their traditional communities, they took
la danza tradicional

. The earliest documentation of the

presence in the

capital dates to 1876, when a certain Jesús Morales from San Miguel de Allende introduced the

62

oldest danza

Following the

Mexican Revolution, another dance association that went by the name of corporación de danza
azteca

emerged in Mexico City. In time, the two branches of danza

in the capital

the azteca and chichimeca

became known simply as the danza azteca-

chichimeca
By the forties, neo-Aztecism and indigenist nationalist rhetoric greatly influenced the
danza in Mexico City, especially the younger generation of dancers. In the fifties, young
urbanized danzantes
aztecas

chichimeca
the original friar approved regalia consisting of
e-Hispanic aesthetic. They kept the concha
huehuetl

teponaztle

The teponaztle is

a horizontal wooden drum with two resonant slats in different tones, and the huehuetl is a
vertical drum with an animal skin head. Besides the concha guitar, aztecas also kept the
ayoyotes

huesos

sewn on a large leather patch and are worn around the ankles.
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which are strings of seeds

Figure 4: Danzantes Aztecas in Aztec Splendor regalia. Public domain.

The aztecas also kept the syncretic rituals and ceremonies associated with Catholicism.63
These rituals have evolved to keep up with the times, but the core of their purpose and meaning
has not changed much in over the centuries. For example, the main ceremonies observed by
danzantes are

velación

danza itself. The velación is a private ceremony

reserved for members of the group, their families, and the occasional guest. The ceremony is
always celebrated at night, usually

The celebrants erect an

altar to pay homage to the saints of the Catholic pantheon and to

animas conquistadoras

the conquering spirits of the old dead concheros who protect their spiritual descendants. The
ceremony varies according to the occasion of the celebration, but they all include the standard
ritual songs grouped into three categories: a) the cantos de ceremonia (ceremonial songs) that
pedir permiso
(request for permission), saying goodbye, etc.; b) the toques de ceremonia which are
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instrumental songs used for the

(calling of souls) for protection; and c)

alabanzas songs of worship that narrate events associated with the specific group and the
overall conchero tradition.

Figure 5: Deatil of Folding Screen with Indian Wedding and Flying Pole, Mexico, c. 1690.
Dancers are dressed in typical conchero regalia. Picture taken by the author.

The dance ritual component of the tradition has always been a public ceremony.
Paintings from the colonial period clearly show danzantes performing at churches for various
engagements, including the celebration of a weddings which is an activity routinely conducted
by dancers (see Figure 5). More importantly, though, each group has ceremonial danzas that
require attendance at least four times a year. These are called obligaciones
associated with four

los cuatro vientos

winds), or

cardinal points. Of these four, the sanctuaries at Chalma and Villa de Guadalupe are the main
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ones. All dance ceremonies begin
performed by the dancers in front of the main altar of the temple or church. They then form a
circle in the atrium, and after making the sign of the cross with their feet the first dance begins.
Each dance is led by a different member who performs the traditional steps that the others repeat.
At the end of the hours-long danza

agradecimiento

despedida
The biggest change that occurred in the dance tradition was the emergence of the danza
mexica in the seventies. This is when the next generation of danzantes took a hard-line stance
against the legacy of colonization. The influence of neo-Mexika rhetoric also played a role in
the politicization of the danza. The mexica mode of dress remained basically the same as that of
the aztecas. The main difference between the two came down to philosophical differences. And
while danza had splintered and evolved, Nieva-López brand of Mexikayotl had become static
and unappealing. Young people wanted to connect to something greater than themselves, to the
decolonial movements developing worldwide, and that is how danza and Mexikayotl traveled
north to Aztlan.

Conclusion
Decolonization involved ridding the mind of oppressive influences, including spiritual
ones. Unsurprisingly, Mexikayotl

the newly adopted creed among young danzantes, ran

counter to Christianity. Mexicas decried Catholicism as the religion of the Spanish invaders.
Ironically, the danza de la conquista transformed into the dance of decolonization, or deconquering (if you will). Danzantes mexicas discarded Catholic rituals and ceremonies and
replaced them with dances and ceremonies honoring the ancient gods. In some cultural extreme
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circles, the ancient gods were not gods at all, but rather

and philosophical principles.

This approach to Mesoamerican spirituality was obviously influenced by nontraditional forms of
esotericism, and its application was twofold: first, a Lunaesque rejection of non-indigenous
doctrine coupled with historical revisionism; and second, New Age and Eastern philosophical
influence via the jipitecas who were connected to indigenous religious practices.
Furthermore, by assuming that danza

the pre-conquest,

mexicas went about proclaiming that the dance was being purified to its pre-invasion roots. It is
necessary to pint out here that, despite the Sangremal legend and the colonial evidence, there is
no solid connection between danza conchera and any pre-contact dance form. The best that can
be said is that dancing existed prior to the invasion, and dancing continued in its aftermath.
Determining continuity from one period to the next is unknowable. It is reasonable to suggest,
though, that if continuity persisted, the dance did not remain static and evolved, as was shown
above.
Although the sources do not explicitly point to a connection between danzantes from
Mexico City and aztekas, like Juan Luna-Cárdenas, and neo-Mexikas, such as Rodolfo NievaLópez, it is likely that they must have, at the very least known about each other. Nieva-López
politicking had to of caught the attention of some danzantes. One wonders what they must have
thought about him and his neo-Mexika restorationist movement. In him, the quintessential
paradox of Mexican identity is evident. On the one hand, he grew up in a mainstream Mexican
family and had a criollo/mestizo view of himself. As a young man, Nieva-López was a proud
native son of Mexico who also leaned on Spain for his identity like the colonial writers had done.
In his adult years, through the influence of Luna-Cárdenas and the elders of Tlahuac, he
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reinvented himself as an indio of Mexica descent. Through this identity, he founded the
MCRCA a group based on a rebranding of Luna-Cárdenas
Ultimately, the merging of danza mexica with aztekah restorationist principles led to the
emergence of a new pan-Indian spirituality that borrowed from various indigenous traditions and
couched them under the broader Mexikayotl umbrella. This indigenist ideology was complicated
further when it encountered New Age offshoots associated with hippie culture, like the
reginistas

appropriated Native traditions and blended them with Buddhism and

Mexican nationalism and eventually formed it s own danza circles. Before long, it became
difficult to ascertain who had borrowed from whom and what beliefs were actually
autochthonous.
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Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac (SEP Cultura, Centro de Investigaciones y
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, 1984), 81 159.
14

Ibid., 82.
contradiccio
reabría la vieja herida causada por la desesperación de encontrar una identidad: ser indio ser criollo (o mejor dicho,
sentirse indio o sentirse criollo) y
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15

Here, criollo refers not to biology, but rather to hispanista identity, different from that of mestizo and
indigenista identities.
16

Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 87 88.

17

Because this is the most studied neo-Mexika group, I will follow the scholarship standard in using its
Spanish acronym, MCRCA, instead of an English one.
18

Rémi Siméon, Diccionario de la lengua nahuatl o mexicana: redactado según los documentos impresos
y manuscritos más auténticos y precedido de una introducción, séptima edición en español (México: Siglo
Veintiuno, 1988), 83.
cenquizca
completely pu
Enteramente, netamente,
perfectamente ... completamente puro ... optimo, excelente ... honor dignidad suprema
19

Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 21. Original Spanish:

que nos trajo
20

Ibid., 24, 140. Odena-

-

-

-

21

Ibid., 21.
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Ibid., 22 23.
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The historical Tlacaelel was a prominent figure in Aztec society and a high ranking noble of the court.
He served as adviser for five Tlatoani (rulers), and is purported as having ordered the burning of the books of the
peoples conquered by the Aztecs. His actual existence and import to the history and rise of the Mexica has come
under question by prominent Mesoamericanist scholars, like H.B. Nicholson. For more on this controversial figure,
see Susan Schroeder, Tlacaelel Remembered: Mastermind of the Aztec Empire (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2016).
24

Ascensión H. de León-Portilla, Tepuztlahcuilolli: Impresos en náhuatl; historia y bibliografía (México:
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1988), 16 17, endnote 55. León-Portilla analyses a Nahuatl
newspaper, In Amatl Mexicatlatoani
as an order or mandate on the 12 of August of 1521, during the fall of
Mexicoagosto de 1521, es decir, al tiempo de la caida de MexicoOther Nahuatl name variants of the
25

For a thorough study of the various versions of the mandate, see Tlacatzin Stivalet Corral, Tlamiliztica
Cuauhtemoctzintli Itenahuatiltzin: Documento de Esclarecimiento Histórico Nacional (México: Anáhuac 2000,
2001).
26

Scribd, accessed January 27, 2017,
https://www.scribd.com/document/26834102/NAUATILAMATL-Cuauhtemoc-s-Last-Speech.
27

The Truths of Others: An Essay on Nativistic Intellectuals in México (Transaction
Publishers, 1977), 74; María del Carmen Nieva López,
(Mexico, D.F.: Editorial Orión, 1969), 170 74.
newspaper, Izkalotzin, that the message was first introduced publicly.
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28

The mosaic pictured in Figure 1 is roughly six feet tall and four feet wide and is located on Calle
República de Guatemala near the Zocalo (main square), between the Catedral Metropolitana (Metropolitan
Cathedral) and the Templo Mayor (Great Temple).
Google Maps, accessed
January 26, 2017, https://goo.gl/i85X8a. Image source: Thelmadatter, CuauhtemocLastMsgDF, October 5, 2008,
https://goo.gl/R6KAos.
29

, Eldiariodetaxco.Com, (June 3, 2010),

http://eldiariodetaxco.enews.mx/index.
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Nieva López, Mexikayotl, 156 58.

31

Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 104.

32

Ibid., 105. The Great Light Aztec Union was one of the earliest aztekah organizations mentioned in the
previous chapter. The Pro Nahuatl Society consisted mainly of Nahuatlatos from Tepoztlán; it later changed the
spelling of the newspaper to Mexikayotl.
33

Judith Friedlander, Being Indian in Hueyapan: A Study of Forced Identity in Contemporary Mexico (New

34

Copal is a type of tree resin that was (and is still) used in most indigenous Mexican spiritual practices.
Its usage dates back millennia.
35

The idea of an indigenous utopia merits a broad explanation here. As stated in the previous chapter, in
The Truths of Others,
the two groups is worth quoting in its entirety:

strategies of integration of the Indian masses into Mexican society. This integration should be done,
according to them, under the leadership of educated natives like themselves, born and raised in Indian
villages and maintaining unbroken contacts with their people.
The me
ideology of a total restructuring of Mexican society) are fully acculturated urban people, generally. They
peaceful transformation of Mexico into a modernized Confederation of Anauak, or Aztec Empire, as it is
usually known. (2)
-class mestizos really gets at
the core of the criticism that most scholars have towards the MCRCA. This criticism, proffered by some scholars
and some Native people focuses on ethnic Mexicans who identify as indigenous, namely Mexikah. They are
this sentiment, see
Folklore
99, no. 1 (January 1, 1988): 30 55.
These sentiments are not helped by the fact that most Mexicans identify as mestizo and view indigenecentric Mexicans with skepticism and even ridicule. The response to those criticisms by indigenists centers on
upholding American (indigenous) identity and rejecting any and all connection with that of the Spanish/European.
This radical response to cultural identity has precedent with Nievaidentity. He did not always
36

Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 109. The following
summary of Nieva-López and the MCRCA is taken from these sources: Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado
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Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac; Friedlander, Being Indian in Hueyapan; Francisco de la Peña, Los hijos del
sexto sol: un estudio etnopsicoanalítico del movimiento de la mexicanidad (México: Instituto Nacional de
Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de Las Culturas Del Anauak, accessed February 15, 2017,
http://movimientoconfederado.com/Inicio.html.
37

Odena Güemes, Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 111.

38

Ibid., 114 15.
esfuerzos y con tus propios recursos. Ni tan siquiera esperes ayuda oficial. Dejemos a nuestro Gobierno llenar sus
funciones específicas. Nosotros cumplamos nuestros destinos, los de nuestra Raza, anunciados en las leyendas y en
39

Ibid., 121 22.

40

Miguel Barrios-

41

The mantra superseded its original purpose and is still repeated by neo-Mexikah (with no connection to
the MCRCA) to this day.
42

danza

collectively.
43

Academic studies on danza are too numerous to cite here. Virtually all of them are anthropological in
nature, and to my knowledge, no proper historical analysis of it exists. In recent years, a number of insightful
dissertations and theses by Chicana/o scholars who are also long-time dancers have emerged, such as: Mario E.
Mexcoehuani Identity and Sacred S
University of California, Davis, 2011); and Enrique Gilbert-Michael Mae
There are also a few books
on the subject, including: Yolotl González Torres, Danza Tu Palabra: La Danza de Los Concheros (México, D.F.:
Plaza y Valdés [u.a.], 2005); Susanna Rostas, Carrying the Word: The Concheros Dance in Mexico City (Boulder:
University Press of Colorado, 2009); and the now classic by Martha Stone, At the Sign of Midnight: The Concheros
Dance Cult of Mexico (University of Arizona Press, 1975).
44

In a essay on the topic, William B. Taylor forgoes applying a collective term to describe this
The Americas 69, no. 2 (2012): 145 78.

Indian killer) during decisive battles in favor of the Spanish. This martial-religious trope has precedent in the
reconquista
Valle in
He noted that there were three saints who illuminated Spanish imagination in the 15 th and 16th centuries: St.
Christopher, St. Michael, and St. James or Santiago who was seen as flesh and bone by the Spanish militias. For
indigenous people, he represented an invincible new grounding force who bore arms of thunder and lightning (15).
In all, Heliodoro lists 14 Santiago apparitions, including the one at Sangremal hill after the conquest of Querétaro.
Also see
ntiago MataRevista Del Museo Nacional 27 (1958):
195
Nueva Revista de Filología Hispánica 54, no. 1 (2006): 33 56.
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The previously cited works on danza draw from the following early studies which are the basis for the
historical synthesis here:
Boletín Latinoamericano de Música V part II (October 1941): 449 76;
Frances Toor, A Treasury of Mexican Folkways: The Customs, Myths, Folklore, Traditions, Beliefs, Fiestas, Dances,
and Songs of the Mexican People (New York: Bonanza Books: Distributed by Crown Publishers, 1985), 323 30;
and Arturo Warman's liner notes on Danzas de la conquista, LP (Mexico: Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia, 1967) as well as his study La Danza de Moros Y Cristianos, l, SepSetentas, 46 (México: Secretaría de
Educación Pública, 1972).
46

The following is from Valentín F. Frías, La conquista de Querétaro: Obra illustrada con grabados que
contiene lo que hasta hoy se ha escrito sobre tan importante acontecimiento, asi como documentos inéditos de
bastante interés para la historia de Querétaro (Querétaro: Imp. de la Escuela de artes de sr. S. Jose, 1906).
47

During his investigation of the events surrounding the conquest of Querétaro, Mexican historian Valentín
F. Frías found inconsistencies in the sources on the actual date of the incursion. Some colonial manuscripts placed it
in 1531 while others put the battle closer to the mid sixteenth-century. Frías determined that Querétaro had been
conquered by Tapia and Montáñez on July 25, 1531. See Ibid., 194.
Nevertheless, doubts on the accuracy of this chronology still persist. For instance, in his study of the
Christian cross in Mexico, historian William B. Taylor dated the battle to the year 1551. He attributed the date
discrepancy to the conflicting colonial manuscripts which were based on indigenous oral accounts. All of them
were written in the 1700s through the early 1800s, with earliest account at 1717. That account which was found in
in arms

lacing the

As suggested by Taylor, the twenty year discrepancy can be attributed to the fact that all of the accounts of
the event were first written down at least a century after the fact and were largely based on indigenous oral tradition.
It is interesting that neither Frías nor Taylor were able to find any official documents to confirm the actual date of
this famed battle. This undoubtedly leaves the issue open to doubt and interpretation, with skeptics questioning the
antiquity of the dance and supporters adopting the oldest date possible to affirm their belief. For example, see
El Universal de Querétaro, (March 23, 2015),
http://www.eluniversalqueretaro.mx/vida-q/23-03-2015/el-cerro-de-sangremal.
Whether the earlier year is correct or used out of convenience is irrelevant in the overall picture. The issue
is discussed here to show that, as with other claims made by danzantes regarding the tradition, there are many
unresolved issues surrounding the foundational legend and the origin of the dance itself.
that the battle took place in 1551, that sate is noted by Montáñez as the year that the conquest officially ended, an
event commemorated by the installation of a stone cross at Sangremal hill. And although Montáñez cited the battle
of Sangremal as falling on a Sunday, when adjusted from the Julian to the Gregorian calendars, the date actually
corresponds to Tuesday August 4, 1531.
48

Toor, A Treasury of Mexican Folkways, 329.

49

As transcribed in Pablo de la Purísima Concepción Beaumont, Crónica de la Provincia de los Santos
Apóstoles S. Pedro y S. Pablo de Michoacán de la regular observancia de N. P. S. Francisco, T. 4, Biblioteca
histórica de la Iberia 18 (México: Escalante, 1874), 559.
apóstol se
50

compadres

hermanos

(brothers and sisters) of the danza.
51

For more on this, see Justino Fernández, Vicente T. Mendoza, and Antonio Rodríguez Luna, Danzas de
los Concheros en San Miguel de Allende: Estudio Histórico, Costumbrista y Coreográfico (El Colegio de México,
1941).
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Religón En Mesoamérica, ed. Jaime Litvak, XII Mesa Redonda (Mexico: Sociedad Mexicana de Antropologia,
1972), 599 610. Moedano was one of the first academics to take a critical look at the concheros and not just
dutifully document their tradition and version of historical events. Before Moedano, most anthropologists studying
the concheros were more interested in documenting the dance tradition and trying to find ways to explain its
existence historically using the data they collected from their informants. Very little in terms of deep analysis was
taking place until Moedano and Arturo Warman came along. Regrettably, current anthropological scholarship by
dancer-scholars continues to perpetuate this error. On the flip side, there is a recent study that attempts to critically
misrepresenting danzantes and neo-Mexikah as i
Jacques Galinier and
Antoinette Molinié, The Neo-Indians: A Religion for the Third Millennium, trans. Lucy L. Grant (Boulder:
University Press of Colorado, 2013).
53

n some recent documents of groups from
sh
como sinónimo de grupo pert
54

For more on this, see
Ethos 17, no. 3 (1989): 259 88.
55

56

mesas
with

clear hierarchical leadership.
57

He noted that this unnamed group showed him a
parchment that was supposedly made from human skin which dated the group to that mid sixteenth-century date.
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Alonso de la Rea, Cronica de la orden de N. serafico P.S. Francisco, provincia de San Pedro y San
Pablo de Mechoacan en la Nueva España. Compuesta por el P. lector de teologia Fr. Alonso de la Rea da la misma
provincia ... Dedicada á N.P. Fr. Cribtóbal Vaz, ministro provincial de ella. Años de 1639. Con privilegio. En
México por la viuda de Bernardo Calderon. Año de 1643. (Mexico: Impr. de J.R. Barbedillo, 1882), 224.
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Ibid., 227.

60

The transformation of the Bajío is nicely explained in Eric R. Wolf, The Mexican Bajio in the Eighteenth
Century: An Analysis of Cultural Integration (New Orleans: Middle American Research Institute, Tulane
University, 1955).
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Ibid.

62

63

There is more to their spirituality than the average Mexican religious syncretism. Danzantes believe that
the saints they revere and the Christian rituals they practice are a cover for the continuance of an ancient form of
indigenous religion.
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Chapter 5
AZTECAS DEL NORTE
INDIAN IDENTITY AMONG CHICANA/OS, 1969-1994

Introduction
The tumultuous period of the late 1960s is marked by the many troublesome actions and
events that occurred around the world. Liberation and decolonization movements sprang up in
Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and these in turn influenced the political climate in the United
States and Mexico. Mexican American youth in particular saw this as an opportunity to channel
their own discontent towards a society that they believed was indifferent to the plight of poor and
working class ethnic Mexicans. Following in the footsteps of their African American peers,
these young people took to the streets to rally, protest, and strike for various causes affecting
their communities. Wanting to distinguish themselves from the moderate activism of their
assimilationist predecessors, these young activists adopted the name Chicana and Chicano to
refer to themselves. The civil rights activities and political causes they were involved in came to

During the Chicano movement, ethnic Mexicans in general became more vocal and
interested in their Indian roots. Chicanos who were more inclined towards cultural nationalism
and the idea of Aztlan as a Chicano homeland are the ones that began taking indigeneity
seriously. Oddly enough, the idea of a Mexika identity did not originate with Chicano
170

indigenists. Jack D. Forbes, who grew up around ethnic Mexicans was one of the earliest people
to suggest that identity for Chicanos. Forbes was a Native American of Powhatan-Renapé and
Lenape descent and a professor of history. He acknowledged that Mexicans were an Indian
people long before Mexican Americans publicly accepted it. At this time, most Mexicans found
it offensive to be called indio and preferred to be
term Chicano first became popular, Mexican Americans in general found it offensive for its lowclass association and derided the young people for using it.
Some of the earliest Chicanos that called had an indigenous view of themselves came

Orozco, was affiliated with Forbes, and the other, Reies López Tijerina, was a major land rights
activist. In the mid fifties, during the early research phase of what would become his life-long
activism, Tijerina traveled to Mexico where he met Rodolfo F. Nieva-López

the great neo-

indigeneity, specifically the Mexica identity,
originated from his interaction with Forbes in the early sixties when the academic first began
articulating his ideas. Despite these early connections and iterations of Chicana/o indigeneity,
indigenist notions of belonging were still some years in the future.
Many transformative events occurred in 1969 beginning with the National Chicano
Liberation Youth Conference held in Colorado in March.
Crusade for Justice, a community based civil rights organization in Denver organized it. During
the meeting Gonzalez and the Chicano poet Alurista crafted a proclamation called El Plan
Espiritual de Aztlán outlining a course of action that called for Chicano sovereignty and the
reclamat

Aztlan.1 Using the Plan Espiritual as a foundational

manifesto, various independent student groups from around the Southwest
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such as San

merged into the preeminent
student organization, the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (MEChA).
A month after the Denver youth conference, at a symposium held in April at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, the Chicano Coordinating Council on Higher Education,
drafted El Plan de Santa Bárbara. Unlike the

call for political action, this one

demanded implementation of Chicano Studies programs at institutions of higher learning
throughout the state of California. The movement was already a few years old at this point, and
it seemed as if Chicanas and Chicanos were finally breaking ground at the national level with the
rise of the La Raza Unida Party, the land grant struggle in New Mexico, and the farm worker
strikes throughout Aztlan.
Nonetheless, the unification of Aztlan proved short lived, and a few years after the
Denver youth conference, the movement slowly started to crack. Factionalism and infighting
among the leadership heightened tensions among the various ideological strains, ranging from
accommodationist reformers to radical cultural nationalists. The movement generally failed to
address gender politics, and the patriarchal tradition inherited from Mexican culture gave rise to
resistance from Chicana feminists and the Gay and Lesbian community. Opportunistic
individuals with their own sociotheir own personal gain. Disillusionment that the Chicano cause did not receive the same
widespread support as did the Black Civil Rights Movement and the Red Power Movement from
the general public slowed its momentum as well.
Indigeneity was but one face of the larger Chicana/o cause; it often ran parallel to it, but
not necessarily intertwined with it. Furthermore, just as 1969 was an important year in the
course of Chicana/o history, it was also a very significant year for the history of Mexika identity
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in the U.S. That year, a danzante from Mexico City by the name of Andres Segura arrived in
Texas for the first time. This proved a momentous event in the evolution of Chicana/o indigenist
ideology. Segura was instrumental in creating the very first danza groups in Texas and New
Mexico. He also established a presence in California where other groups already existed mainly
through the effort of Florencio Yescas, another danzante from Mexico City. Yescas and Segura,
introduced Chicanos to a whole different way of experiencing the world through an indigenous
Mexican lens.

The Aztlan-Anahuac Connection
Although, Yescas and Segura are key players in the history of Chicana/o indigeneity, as
mentioned above, the trend among Mexican Americans began earlier. In this, Rodolfo F. NievaLópez

leader of the Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac

(MCRCA) also had a hand in initiating it. Nieva-

-Mexika agenda was more

grandiose than previously mentioned. He sought connections with Mexicans living in the United
States as well as with indigenists in Latin American countries. Nieva-López wanted to establish
ties with people and institutions in other countries in order to promote the creation of neoMexika organizations in those places. Anthropologist Odena-Güemes noted that in 1956, NievaLópez met the future leader and one of the heroes of the Chicano movement, Reies López
Tijerina.2
wn memoir originally
published in Mexico and purposely only in Spanish.3 José Angel Gutiérrez, another leader of the
Chicano movement, eventually translated it into English. A passing comment Tijerina makes in
the memoir is significant, because it shows that early in his activist career, he was introduced to
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Mr. Nieves [sic], director of the Restorers of Anahuac, gave me a lot of information on Mexico
4

(Tenochtitl

Significantly, then, as early as the mid fifties

-American

-Mexika ideology appeared among Chicanos. Tijerina did not provide further
details about Nieva-López or the MCRCA, yet it is important that they met. Nieva-López
probably introduced Tijerina to aztekah ideology. Later in his memoir, Tijerina mentioned the

Mexico during his trip there.5 His spelling of mexicas
-López. Furthermore, this brief encounter
probably led him to his preferred self-identity

Indohispano

although he understood he was of mixed ancestry, it also declared that he was indigenous to the
Southwest through both his Spanish and Indian roots.6 The label never really caught on with
other Chicanos; only Tijerina, and perhaps some of his followers adopted it as central to their
identity.
Tijerina was not the only Mexican American, however, who had contact with NievaLópez, and as Odena-Güemes indicates, Nievathereafter. By the mid-sixties, Nieva-López established links with individuals receptive to his
restorationist mission. It is unclear when these groups became active, but they certainly existed
prior to1968 (the year of Nievacommittees in Detroit and Chi

7

Odena-Güemes states that the MCRCA had

un hermano de causa

resided.8 The Detroit group is unnamed, but the Chicago organization called themselves
9
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That they existed as early as the

sixties shows that
among Mexican Americans.
In the 1970s MCRCA connected with an Iroquoian organization called the White Roots
of Peace (WRP).10 The White Roots of Peace emerged in the mid-1930s, started by an adopted
Mohawk of Scots11

traditions and attempted to influence Mohawk youths to take leadership roles in the Mohawk
12

The White Roots of Peace traveled throughout the country speaking at Indian and nonon by bringing back the
13

of musicians, dancers, speakers, artists, and writers from dozens of Native nations across North
14

Furthermore, the WRP members

preferred taking their message to the places and people they were trying to serve, such as Indian
centers and reservations, in addition to schools and even prisons. In this way, the activists

15

The Native American Movement
Around the same time that the MCRCA was expanding its influence internationally,
Chicana/o indigeneity evolving from earlier forms. In 1961, historian Jack D. Forbes formed an

175

American civil rights efforts

this was just one iteration of that larger cause. Forbes was

16

By trying to unite indigenous people from both sides

of the U.S.-Mexico border, Forbes was applying a transnational approach to indigenous rights.
This distinguished NAM from other Native American organizations that solely focused on Indian
peoples in Canada and the U.S.
ans
dissatisfied with the accommodationist approach to political activism. In a letter addressed to
Forbes dated August 20, 1961, H.C. Orozco responded very positively:

I think you will be interested to know that I have passed out some of the sheets on your
proposed Native American League in the Van Nuys colonia. The response was fantastic.
I must admit it was what I expected. I will have a complete report for you in a week or
so.17

Forbes then stood at the forefront of Chicana/o indigeneity at a time when most Mexican
Americans did not view themselves that way. In fact, as early as 1960, Forbes was already
The Eurindian: A Subject for
d move away from only looking at the
look at the third type

18

For all intents and purposes, the eurindian was

basically anyone mixed between native and European, including those with non-Hispanic
European ancestry. In this article, Forbes made his case for Mexican-American indigeneity.
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This idea had been stirring in Forbes for a very long time, since childhood. When asked
about his interest in Mexican-American indigeneity, he stated:

I grew up in a place called El Monte, to the east of Los Angeles. There we had a lot
Mexican campesinos, a lot of mejicanitos in my elementary school. So, I grew up with
knowing people of Mexican background, and I knew that they were brown-skinned, I
knew that they were dark haired; and because of my own background, my reading and
talking to my relatives and everything, I just assumed from the very beginning that
Mexican people were indigenous people.19

One wonders what ethnic Mexicans thought when they listened to this Indian scholar at the local
community meetings and political gatherings that he attended. After all, aspiring towards
whiteness predominated among middle-class Mexican Americans at this time. Of course, most

mejicanitos campesisnos

those who could relate to being tied to the land.
lain why did not see a problem with

including them in his larger conception of what constituted a Native person. That was the

Fernando Valley and Ventura County, an area with a significant ethnic Mexican population. The
multiethnic group, it was also sometimes referred to as Movimiento Nativo-americano and
-

20

Seeking to unite Native Americans and

Mexican Americans, people like Or

-

indigenous unity; however, Mexican Americans in general were not interested in becoming

The Mexican-American period of the fifties and early sixties favored conservative and
accommodationist politics. Many Mexican American people preferred to be called Spanish
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American, Spanish Speaking, Latin, or hispano. They eschewed indio a word that signaled
ignorance and backwardness. Differing from Mexican with their affinity for mexicanidad,
to borrow
a phrase from Chicano scholar Rodolfo F. Acuña.21 In other words, whereas a Mexican national
would take umbrage at being called indio, one born in the United States
their list of offensive names. In the racially charged environment of the post-World War II era, a
substantial number of ethnic Mexicans believed that they could achieve success by passing as

25Americans so they refused to admit me. I can still remember when I was a kid how I use
22

n was his Native American
Movement. The World War II veteran nicely expounds a Chicano attitude with his rhetorical

the future, so this critical commentary almost seems anachronistic, but it shows that, even in this
conservative climate, Mexican Americans found ways to contest their place in society.

but called some of his ideas
Mexicans should embrace an indigenous identity. In another letter to Forbes, a lady by the name
of Maria Teresa Calderon responded to an unpublished and mimeographed article he wrote
23
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was Spain.24
her native ancestors were Spanish, not Indian. This kind of resistance to being called indio likely
explains why indigenismo was not a prevalent expression of ethnic Mexican cultural nationalism

NAM and Chicano indigeneity reflect both Anglo and Hispanic racism.
Forbes also made his case about indigeneity with Mexican American political figures,
such as Henry B. González and Hector P. Garcia. González served in the U.S. House of

War II veteran who founded the American G.I. Forum.25
indigenist views and solicitation to get involved in his organizational efforts. In fact, González
or
example, I am not a member of the various organizations you hope to mold together, and so have
26

He reminded Forbes that the people of his mostly ethnic Mexican

district had already gone to great lengths to preserve their cultur
suggestions, González here referred to the Mexican flavor of the city. San Antonio has always
had cultural and folkloric groups that showcase life in the colonial Spanish and Mexican national
periods.
Garcia congratulated Forbes
27

Although Forbes never published the manuscript, it

showed the direction of his thinking regarding Chicana/o indigeneity. This was one of the many
mimeographed essays passed around by Forbes and members of the Native American
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They are descended from the Native Americans who established the great Toltec, Aztec, Mixtec,
28

Native American (Indian) Ancestry (Especially Including Mexicanthe purpose of the Native American Movement:

It is here proposed that an organization be created which will seek to unite all persons of
Indian ancestry (no matter how small the degree) and all persons interested in the native
sted. This
organization would not be limited in function but would seek to attack the problems
facing Mexican-Americans and Indians on all fronts.29

Interestingly, besides ethnic Mexicans and Natives, the other groups considered for inclusion in
-Indian, French-Indian, Spanish-Indian and Negro-Indian
30

With such broad

inclusivity Forbes was ahead of his time. Pan-indigenous organizations like the one he
envisioned were at least a decade into the future, but, even if on a small scale, Forbes was able to
gather people from various backgrounds together. For example, the list of names for one of the
Paula, California (Ventura County) on August
20, 1961 speaks to the multiethnic background of the attendees. In the list of eighty-six
conferees, the surnames of Arellano, Estrada, and Osuna are found alongside those of Kerry, Van
Horn, and Webb.31 This conference, however, seems to be the only major event organized by

correspondent H.C. Orozco

was a
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prominent member of NAM and organized primarily in the San Fernando Valley. Ronald Lopez
and Antonio del Buono, rounded out the central figures involved in NAM. Lopez particularly
focused his efforts inVentura County.32
y and organized smaller
gatherings to discuss issues affecting Mexicanactivities intersected with local politics, and, at the state Democratic Convention held on March
4, 1961 in Santa Monica, Forbes met with Edward Roybal who was a member of the Los
Angeles City Council.33

and the idea of Chicana/o indigeneity.

34

The following year, del Buono attended the statewide

Community Service Organization (CSO) convention on March 7, in Oxnard where he passed out
organizational literature that promoted their mission of indigenous unity. And by the summer of

do with the momentum of the organization, which had remained steady throughout its existence.
Given time, it could have grown bigger and more influential. In fact, earlier that year, an
individual from El Paso named Cleofas Calleros inquired about initiating a chapter in that city.
Calleros was a well known and respected historian and community leader whose many

for the Texas Centennial and co-writing a unique book called Historia del Templo de Nuestra
Señora de Guadalupe that includes information on early settlements in Texas.35
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The reason that NAM came to an end in 1964 was largely due to the relocation of its core
members. Forbes moved out of California when he accepted a job at the University of Nevada
Reno. Antonio del Buono moved to the city of Gilroy in Northern California, and became a
local leader who eventually had an elementary school named after him.36 Forbes dedicated a
-Italian-Chicano farm worker,
37

Del Buono did not continue advocating for

NAM and indigenism after his move, and Henry Orozco went a different route.

The First Mexica Movement

Movement.38
t.
39

The fact that they were pro-

40

Orozco credited Forbes

According to Orozco, the three radical

points elucidated by Forbes were: reviving of the concept of Aztlan, advocating Mexican
American indigeneity, and supporting bilingual and bicultural education for Chicano students.
ve to reexamine the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. On this,
however, however, Reies López Tijerina had preceded Forbes. What is most important is that,

extension of t
should accept the ancient Mexican appellation Mexica, and discard the hyphenated Mexican
41
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priority was acceded to the idea of developing and cultivating greater affinity with the
native peoples of Anahuac and by extension to those of Aztlán. More importantly, the
Mexica label revived both the historical and racial continuity of the original inhabitants
that is to say, tribal affiliation with Tarascans, Tlaxcalans, Cascanes, Zapotecs, and
Chichimecas. Instead of an absurd class struggle and distinction premised on a mythical
42
mestizaje

probably thought the same of his Mexica Movement. In a later paragraph discussing the people

43

His commentary suggested a dash of self-

satisfaction for having been a forerunner to that cause.

forerunners of the Chicana/o movement in California, both were influenced by the Mexican
indigenists. Both Orozco and Nieva-

mestizo

the indigenous ancestry of the individual, and they preferred the Mexica identity. Furthermore,
their cultural point of reference revolved around the Aztlan/Anahuac cultural space. Perhaps the
best link between Orozco and Mexican indigenists, such as Nieva-López, is a passing comment
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MCRCA, since they had made inroads into the U.S. during this period.

Chicana/o using the term as a self-referent and for ethnic Mexicans in general. Similarly, the
idea of Aztlan as a symbol for the Southwest
Chicana/o movement

one of the most enduring symbols of the

first originated at this time.

The Revival of Aztlan
From the onset, Aztec iconography and the Nahuatl language have predominated in
Chicana/o indigenist aesthetics. The idea of Aztlan as the symbolic name for the Southwest was
one of the first memes that merged both language and imagery into one single powerful
concept

abstract and concrete. It influenced Chicana/o groups, such as MEChA, and its

persistence is a testament. However, contrary to popular belief, the original allure of Aztlan was
not necessarily tied to a Chicana/o understanding of Aztec origin mythology. As previously
noted, Jack D. Forbes introduced the idea of Aztlan as a Chicana/o homeland first in 1962, years
before Chicana/os embraced it. He did this through one his many mimeographed essays which
the Native American Movement distributed throughout the Southwest. 45 It is very likely that

Chicana/o movement.
By the mid-1960s, ethnic Mexican youth had grown tired of the systemic oppression,
racism, and sheer neglect of their communities by the government and society at large. They
took to the streets to demand immediate corrective action for these injustices. Of course, ethnic
Mexicans had been politically active, in one way or another since the U.S.-Mexico War (1846-
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48). Among the distinct political activities of the sixties was not that ethnic Mexicans suddenly
-appropriated
as a badge of honor. Whether striking in the fields, walking out of class, or protesting the
unequal justice system, Chicana/os made three universal demands: better schools, political
representation in all levels of government, and an end to police brutality. The various actions

its unifying symbols was the cultural homeland called Aztlan.
From the onset, the adoption of Aztlan as a Chicana/o symbol translated into an act of
collective defiance and gave the ethno-nationalist movement a land base on which to ground
itself. During the Chicano movement, the idea that the land taken from Mexico in 1848 was now
a Chicano homeland had set into the minds of many Mexican Americans. This was especially
tru of those who espoused indigenist nationalist ideologies. Native Americans indigenous to the
Southwest scoffed rightfully scoffed at the notion that Chicanos had rights to the land of their
ancestors. Using the internal colonial model of historical analysis, it can be argued that Mexican
Americans who descend from the people who were conquered by the United States are
indigenous by definition. Furthermore, the sheer magnitude of inter-ethnic proximity and
intermarriage between ethnic Mexicans and Native Americans contributed to biological
indigeneity.46
In the years since the decline of the movement, the toponym of Aztlan has been
repurposed to accommodate various agendas and meanings by various Chicana/o scholars and
organizations. Depending on who you ask, Aztlan is now construed as either an actual place
from where ancient Nahuatl-speaking peoples migrated south into the valley of Mexico or as a
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and Chicana feminists became critical of the Aztlan narrative. The perceived imperialism of
applying the name Aztlan to land occupied
luster. In their attempt at redeeming the concept of Aztlan from its problematic associations,

47

The Aztecs regarded it as their point of origin

their ancient homeland.48 The notion of

an ancient northern homeland was noted by the early Spanish chroniclers who documented the
culture and history of the Aztecs. Native informants stated that their ancestral and remote place
of origin, Aztlan, was located somewhere to the north of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan.
-century,
an endeavor that accelerated the initial exploration and settlement of what is now New Mexico.
Some scholars have suggested that the place is a metonym for Tenochtitlan and Mexica social
structure.49
some versions of the migration story Aztlan is represented as an island city similar to
Tenochtitlan itself. During the Chicano movement, Aztlan came to symbolize the territory ceded
by Mexico to the U.S. in 1848. Aztlan is used here to represent the actual geographic place
known as the (Spanish) U.S. Southwest.50
When Forbes first considered of Aztlan, he envisioned it incorporating northwest Mexico
and the southwestern U.S., because he believed that they constituted a singular geographic
region:

Aztlán is the Aztec (Mexican) name for their original homeland far to the north of the
Valley of Mexico. It is used to refer not only to the Southwest United States, but also to
Northwest Mexico, both of which are part of a common geographical-cultural-historical
unit.51
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It is obvious that Forbes did not initially conceive of Aztlan in ideological and political terms.
He meant Southwest and parts of northern Mexico, intending the term to do for this area what
.52
encompassed parts of the northern Mexican states of Chihuahua, Sonora, Coahuila, Tamaulipas,
and Nuevo Leon. On the U.S. side, it encompassed all of New Mexico, Arizona, and California
as well as the southernmost parts of Nevada, Utah, and Colorado. He also included parts of west
Texas and stopped right around the Comancheria, an area which includes parts that were
originally within Coahuiltecan territory prior to Comanche incursion in the area.
Of course, those familiar with Chicana/o ideology know that Aztlan eventually came to

Denver Youth
Conference.53

Indigeneity among Chicana/o indigenists was still an abstract concept. Besides flokorico
groups that showcased traditional dances from Mexico, with an occasional Indian dance, there
was hardly any explicit representation

la

danza tradicional

comment in the Riverside Morning Enterprise noted that:

To the time of weird, uncouth music, furnished by an artist hammering what resembled a
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gasoline tank, the dancers, gorgeously arrayed in paint, silk, feathers, bells, miniature
mirrors and many other gew-gaws and carrying war-clubs, executed a sort of dance that
would affright a stone man.54

It is unclear whether these dancers were invited back to the festivities in the years that followed.
In Texas, one of the earliest documented showcases of Aztec style dance occurred at the Greater
Texas and Pan-American Exposition at Fair Park, Dallas, in 1937.55
promote the feeling of international goodwill between the twenty-one independent nations of the
56

It almost turned into a scandal when Mexican Consul Adolfo G. Dominguez

aware that a young girl had been cast as the sacrificial victim instead of a young male, he stated:
of a girl in the role can bring nothing but racial prejudice and
57

Dominguez referred to scholarship which suggested that male warriors were the prime victims of
the practice.
Nonetheless, Florencio Yescas, a danzante from Mexico City, receives the credit for
bringing the tradicion to Aztlan first. In 1953 he lived in Las Vegas, Nevada, and practiced
danza there.58 In 1962, he moved to California and worked with a Dr. Haskell from the
University of California
59

While Yescas practiced danza during his early days in the U.S., his

motives for doing so are unclear. Was he trying to initiate a traditional danza circle that
promoted indigeneity? In a period of Mexican-American conservatism, it would have been
difficult to find neophytes willing to embrace an Indian identity. The more reasonable
Los Angeles Times ad for the
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prominent Mexican artists, such as José Alfredo Jiménez, Rosa de Castilla, and Manuel Medel.60
Under the banner of as
to perform a stylized version of danza mainly as spectacle and as a means of income.
n reached dancers in Mexico, they were
not pleased. Yescas was part of the younger generation of danzantes that were experimenting
with other ways of expressing the danza. Recall that danza conchera was transformed by young
dancers, such as Yescas, in Mexico City in the fifties and sixties. Moreover, Yescas and a few
other danzantes took their traditional dance knowledge and costume-making expertise with them
when they helped form the original cohort of indigenous dancers in the now world-renowned,
Ballet Folklorico de México de Amalia Hernández.61 Andres Segura, a danzante tradicional
from Mexico City, criticized Yescas and his followers:

In the Valley of Texas there is another group of people who, by this need to know the
roots of our culture, contacted another group that is in California. This Californian group
is not traditional. This group was created through a completely foreign and different idea
from ours. This group is dedicated to what we call show business. Even their name,
Aztec Splendor, says it all. This group is run by Mr. Juan Perez [pseudonym for
Florencio Yescas], who at some point danced within the tradition, but special
circumstances in Mexico slowly pulled him towards theater and later to the cabaret. 62

Ballet Folklorico de México and his participation in the transformation of the tradición conchera
into what later became the danza azteca

a faster-paced and more flamboyant style that was

perceived by traditionalists as obscene, rebellious, and disrespectful. Although, some of his

unchanged from its conchero roots, the ballet folklorico clearly influenced the danza azteca.63
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There has also been a lively dispute over who brought it to the U.S. first, with protégés
and their dance descendants making the claims on both sides. The long-time dancer, Mario
Aguilar, dates danza to the early sixties with the arrival of Yescas and his Esplendor Azteca
ballet. Jennie Luna, another long-time dancer and scholar, also dates it the sixties with the
formation of the first dance group in Otay, California by a Señora Angelbertha Cobb who studied
under Yescas in Mexico.64 However, Irene Lara, scholar of ethnic studies, proposed an earlier
date claiming that in 1947, Cobb and Yescas both brought the danza to the U.S.65
Wherever the credit goes for being the first, Andres Segura and Florencio Yescas were
undeniably instrumental in bringing about a sense of indigenous pride among ethnic Mexicans.
However, with their introduction of the tradición, these two masters also imported the
dichotomous and sometimes antagonistic relationship between la danza tradicional and the
danza mexica from Mexico City.66 Yet, despite all of their teaching and preaching, Yescas and

indigeneity through the dance tradition.67 Although most Chicana/os did not choose to immerse
themselves in danza or self-identify as Mexika, they adopted the Aztec symbolism floating
around during the Chicano movement. The symbol that stands out the most is that of the
Southwest as Aztlan.

Texas Begins To Dance
In1964, the Ballet Folklórico de México de Amalia Hernández performed at the Texas
State Fair Music Hall in Dallas.68 The Dallas Morning News article announcing the show made
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forming a triangle shape, with the le
69

Nine

na
Auditorium of Southern Methodist University in Dallas.70 Its repertoire also showcased
danza
tradicional, were not meant to instill indigeneity among Chicana/os. They were performed for
the consumption by a mainly white audience curious about the folk dances of their southern
neighbors, the Mexicans.
The task of inculcating indigeneity was the work of Andres Segura who traveled to Texas
for the first time in the late sixties.71 Segura and his conchero

six years dancing in Texas.72 Segura did not elaborate on what motivated him, but according to
José Flores

one of the earliest Chicano danzantes in Texas

the Unites States with the White Roots of Piece (WRP).73 The WRP went around promoting
indigenous values and connected with other indigene-centric groups, both nationally and
internationally, such as the MCRCA from Mexico City.
Similarly, danzantes also connected with the White Roots of Piece who incorporated
them into their own revitalization activities. Segura recalled that his group danced throughout
Texas for six years (1969-1975) in places like Austin, Houston, Waco, Crystal City, Fort Worth,
as well as Kansas City, Missouri and even the federal prison at Leavenworth, Kansas. 74 Segura
does not reveal the character of these events, but his mention of dancing and traveling supports
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danzantes and the WRP conducted

They would do them at St. Edwards, you know, to try to bring consciousness to the
people. So, they were kind of major gatherings that were along with concheros, along
was not with them. It was another group that still exists. I just talked to the capitan. 75

Flores does not recall the exact date, but it was sometime in the early seventies. This was the
first danza he witnessed, and in this particular instance, a lady by the name of Antonia Guerrero
(capitana) led the group of concheros at this public ceremony. Thus, from the descriptions
provided by Flores and Segura, the picture emerges of a coalition between Native people in the
U.S. and Mexico.76
Flores added that the connection between the White Roots of Peace and the concheros

77

the prophecy, in which the eagle represented North America and the condor South America.
According to believers, the prophecy would be fulfilled when indigenous people of both
continents united in a single front to promote peace and dignity for all Native nations.78 The

Mexican philologist of Mayan descent

Domingo Martínez-Parédez.79 Martínez-Parédez had

some strange ideas that were also shared by members of the MCRCA.80 He was friends with
Nieva-López and held influence in among
about the White Roots of Peace and its role in the eagle and condor prophecy certainly places
conchero
192

Jose Flores, a migrant worker from Laredo who grew up in the barrio, had no interest in
things indigenous prior to seeing the danza performed. At an early age, he realized that being
indio pata rajada
something he pursued. Although Flores acknowledged that the Chicano movement inspired
pride in the indigenous past, he felt that the movement was more about equality and assimilation.
He seemed to disagree that the Chicano movement was the catalyst for Chicana/o indigenism.
However, Flores wrote:

Since 1968, Andres Segura has developed these traditional groups made up of Chicanos
and Chicanas who feel spiritually and culturally connected to their mexcian Indian roots.
Segura explains that his first contact with these Chicanos was in the heat of the Chicano
Movement when Luis Valdez (El Teatro Campesino) and other Chicano activists were
eagerly searching for identity. Although some may have transferred this Indian identity
to artistic expressions, others transformed it into a way of life. 81

Segura traveled throughout Aztlan, and as early as 1968 Segura met with Luis Valdez
the leader and early innovator of Chicana/o theater tied to the United Farm Workers (UFW). 82
The UFW was headed by the labor union leaders Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez.
Incidentally, Valdez was also inspired by the writings of Mexican philologist Domingo
Martínez-

Giver of Life).83 Basing his compositions on those concepts, Valdez wrote several pieces of

ideas was projected onto his budding version of Chicana/o indigeneity. 84
The works of Luis Valdez and Alurista

were

widely circulated among Chicana/o youth in the early seventies, especially in places of higher
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danza
University of Texas in Austin and pursuing an English degree. 85 In fact, one of his instructors at
Texas was none other than the great Chicano poet Alurista a visiting lecturer in 1976. Being
from California, Flores had connections there with people who were also learning danza from
the other key figure of the tradition, Florencio Yescas.86 Alurista also knew Andres Segura
through a folklorico dance troupe called Ballet Folklorico de Aztlan de Tejas (Austin). The
troupe was directed by Maria Salinas who would host concheros to teach them their dances.87
folklorico
group to learn more about it. Flores says that, sometime in 1976, he accompanied Salinas on one
of her routine supply restocking trips to Mexico City, and that is when he met Segura.
in
jefe primero
segundo

jefe

88

jefa segunda
Xinachtli
first one formally organized in Texas.89 The name of the group is appropriate considering that
Andres Segura in Texas (among other places) and Florencio Yescas in California truly planted
seeds that germinated in the minds of Chicano indigenists.
Under the tutelage of Segura and Yescas, Chicana/o danzantes slowly spread the
tradición throughout Aztlan, from Texas and California, into New Mexico and Colorado. For

performed danza and associated ceremonies at various parks in Denver to reclaim them for
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Chicanos, renaming Lincoln Park to La Alma Park, Curtis Park to Mestizo Park, and Columbus
90
91

This marked the movement to

reclaim our Mexika heritage.

Conclusion
The serious contemplation of Chicana/o indigeneity is older than is commonly held.
Although, it is true that these notions of being indigenous are traceable to the colonial period,
those instances do not compare to the serious assertions of being Indian and cultural immersion.
Starting with the early interaction between Nieva-López and Tijerina in the fifties and on to the
affirmation by Forbes and Orozco that Chicana/o people were indigenous in the sixties, there is a
direct line to the romanti
declaration that Mexican Americans ought to identify as Mexica is a clear testament to that.
Those examples, however, were not explicitly manifest. They were ideological
abstractions that were almost meaningless without a concrete and physical example of what an
asserted Indian identity could be. The danza filled that vacuum. It was a visual and aural
cultural example to which Chicana/os could affix their indigeneity. It was part of a living and
vibrant tradition that claimed ancestral lineage to the pre-contact era. This appealed to
Chicana/os who were hungry for a deeper connection to their Mexican roots. This sentiment was
very salient during the Chicano movement and the struggle for civil rights. Chicana/os did not
just want to fit into American society; they knew they belonged to the land, Aztlan. The
prophecy was coming true: that one day the Mexica would return to the land of their ancestors. 92
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52

r indigenous cultures of

central Mexico; see Paul Kirchhoff, Mesoamerica (S.l.: s.n, 1943).
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, The Lost Land: The Chicano Image of

the Southwest (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984).
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Riverside Morning Enterprise, May 28,

55

This information comes from
International Incident
, November 11, 2015,
https://flashbackdallas.com/2015/11/10/virgin-sacrifice-at-fair-park-1937/.
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Ibid.
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Quoted from a Dallas Morning News article dated July 28, 1937; cited in Bosse above. Citing Enrique

California, Davis, 2011), 198.
58

Ibid., 168.
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Ibid.
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Los Angeles Times, September 3, 1963.
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Latin
American Music Review / Revista de Música Latinoamericana 2, no. 2 (October 1, 1981): 290. Original Spanish:
En el Valle de Texas hay otro grupo de gentes que, por esta necesidad que tienen de conocer las raíces de nuestra
cultura, se pusieron en contacto con otro grupo que está en California. Este grupo de California no es tradicional.
Este grupo se creó a través de una idea totalmente ajena y diferente a lo que es lo nuestro. Este grupo se dedica a lo
que podemos llamar el show business. Incluso el nombre que llevan, Aztec Splendor, ya indica lo suficiente. Este
grupo lo dirige el señor Juan Pérez, quien por algún tiempo fue danzante dentro de la tradición, pero que
circunstancias especiales en México lo fueron jalando hacia el teatro y
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I first learned about the ballet influence on danza from personal conversations over the years with
danzante from Mexico City with almost fifty years of experience; he
clearly expressed that the connection between Danza Azteca and ballet folklorico was a matter of fact.
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(Doctoral dissertation, University of California, 2003), 72 73.
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For a better understanding of these contentious relationship, see
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there is a Youtube video of a presentation he gave in 1977
(not sure of date) at the now defunct Native American-Chicano tribal college Deganawidah-Quetzalcoatl University
(D-Q U) at Davis, California. Incidentally, this tribal college was founded by Jack D. Forbes. Tonatierra, The Path
of Quetzalcoatl, 2012 [1977], https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GwXMc2VP9y8&feature=youtube_gdata_player.
For more on D-Q U, see:
-Determination, and the
Drive for an Indian College or University, 1964
American Indian Culture and Research Journal 31, no. 1
(January 1, 2007): 1 20.
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Dallas Morning News, January 4,
Ibid.
Dallas Morning News, February 11, 1973, sec. C.
His full name was Andres Segura Granados (Nov. 10, 1931
danza tradicional.
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Oct. 7, 1997). By the end of this life, he

The interview was originally conducted in 1980 and
was not published until the following year. As a result, some of the dates in the conversation are a year off. In the
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interview, Segura suggests that he first danced in the US around 1969. Citing Enri
-time
danzante
Hernandez Guerrero suggests that Andres Segura was active in Texas since 1967; in Raquel Hernandez Guerrero,
thesis, University of Colorado at Denver, 2010), 104.
73

José Flores Peregrino Interview, interview by Ruben Arellano, September 5, 2016. José Flores Peregrino
is sometimes cited under his full name, but he commonly drops his second surname. Unless a distinction is
necessary, he will be referred to only as Jose Flores here.
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89.
José Flores Peregrino Interview.
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Although, scholars usually make a point to say that danzantes concheros
mestizos
minimizing their Indianness, through the framework of indigeneity advanced here, they are considered indigenous.
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José Flores Peregrino Interview.

a aguila y el condor to begin uniting
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For a different interpretation from a Mexika scholar-dancer-activist, see
Purpose: Indigenous Teachings I
Claremont Graduate University, 2014).
Quechuas from the Peruvian Andean highlands and their "Taki Onqoy" revitalization movement of the 16th-century.
Also, whereas most Mexikah construe the eagle/condor metaphor as a North/South representation, Medina arrives at
, technology,
industrialism, and masculinity. The condor represents the path of the heart, intuition, oneness, and balance all
Indigenous principles. When the eagle and the condor went their separate paths, it was prophesized that in 1492 the
eagle people would become so powerful that they would drive the condors into extinction. In looking deeper into
this prophecy, Indigenous people represent the condor spirit whose teachings, generally speaking, have been
dormant since 1492. The prophecy now suggests that after five hundred years the eagle and the condor have the
potential to once again unite, fly together, dance together and be in harmony. This balance/ harmony calls for a
level of social consciousness that seeks a psychological and cognitive development directed at creating and
79

Domingo Martínez Parédez, Un continente y una cultura: unidad filológica de la América prehispana
(México: Editorial Orion, 1967).
80

Martínez Parédez insisted, like the MCRCA did about the Aztec, that the Maya were monotheistic. He
based this conclusion on linguistic comparisons and ideas borrowed from Augustus Le Plongeon the 19th-century
French-American photographer, amateur archeologist, antiquarian and author who studied the pre-Columbian ruins
of America, particularly those of the Maya civilization on the northern Yucatán Peninsula. Le Plongeon believed
that there was a Maya-Naga (India) connection, and that Jesus Christ spoke an ancient form of Mayan. MartínezParédez entertained this idea as well; see footnote 16 in Lina
Diversidad étnica y conflicto en América Latina: El indio como metáfora en la identidad nacional,
ed. Raquel Barceló, María Ana Portal, and Martha Judith Sánchez, vol. II (México: Plaza y Valdés, 1995), 208.
Martínez-Parédez also claimed to have been in contact with extraterrestrials from Venus; see Odena Güemes,
Movimiento Confederado Restaurador de la Cultura de Anáhuac, 77.
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h to the Sun).
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very involved as a mentor and spiritual guide for El Teatro
California, Davis, 2011),
179.
83

indoctrination is questioned by some scholars; for more on this, see William F. Hanks, Converting Words: Maya in
the Age of the Cross (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 133. Hanks agrees with other scholars who
hunab ku
appear to be Martínez Parédez inventions inspired by his readings of Augustus Le Plongeon. For more on this, see
endnote 6 in Carlos M. López, Los" Popol Wuj" y Sus Epistemologías: Las Diferencias, El Conocimiento y Los
Ciclos Del Infinito (Quito-Ecuador: Editorial Abya Yala, 1999), 200. Lopez explains that Martínez Parédez
interpreted Maya cosmology in terms of the universe being a cube within a sphere. These ideas were first espoused
by Le Plongeon in
(self published, 1896), 218.
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Early Works:
Actos, Bernabé and Pensamiento Serpentino, ed. Arte Público Press (Houston, TX: Arte Publico Press, 1990), 168
99.
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Flores has a Ph.D. in English and has written and published several works over the years. His first
publication was in 1977. He has taught, and continues to teach, English at various institutions around central Texas.
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For more on the origins of danza in California, see
Influence of the Danza Azteca Tradition of Central Mexico on Chicano(Doctoral dissertation, Claremont Graduate University, 2009).
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Austin American-Statesman, February 10, 2004, sec. Lifestyle.
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Both, Flores and Tejeda have remained active in the danza/indigenous community to the present. In a
ance of Our Indigenous Identity/American Indian,

89

290.
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91

The New Fire ceremony has pre-invasion roots, and was held every fifty-two years; it marked the
beginning of a set of years, similar to century. Guerrero does not state where the 1975 ceremony took place, and it
is unclear if it was held in Mexico or in the U.S. Ibid.
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Mexican people would someday return to claim Aztlan was tied to the rise in Mexican immigration to the US.
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Chapter 6
COAHUILTECAN ETHNOGENESIS, 1967-1999

Introduction
The Indian identity that developed at ht time had been circulating since the early 1960s.
Individuals such as Henry Orozco and Jack D. Forbes promoted Mexican and Native American

and Chicana/os did not get very far. The idea of Chicana/o indigenism had not yet caught on,
and would not do so until a decade later when the twin traditions of danza azteca and Mexikayotl
were imported from Mexico. By then, Chicana/os had started embracing Indianness in a more
general sense. They used of Aztec and Maya literary metaphors, artistic iconography and motifs,
and to a lesser degree the recognition of Indian ancestry. As historian Eric V. Meeks has pointed

ethnic distinction from Indians in the present

1

His observation supports what Chicana/os themselves have also said about the social
danzante

2

As a student of the great Americo Paredes, Flores remembers that Paredes was

3

Perhaps it was influences like those that inspired the search for
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deeper roots by people like Flores. It is also ironic to note that indigenists became the radical
element within the greater Chicana/o cause

a movement that was already perceived as being

radical.
Nonetheless, amidst the rise of Azteca-filia among Chicana/os, other indigenous
identities also emerged in the sixties. In Arizona, for instance, Yaqui people who had settled
there after being systematically persecuted in Mexico by the military in the late nineteenthcentury began petitioning for federal recognition in the mid-sixties. As Meeks has shown, Yaqui
persistence and perseverance proved a positive outcome when Congress passed Law 95-375
declaring that Yaquis were American Indians on September 18, 1975. 4 Meeks also discusses the
complicated interactions between Chicana/os, Yaquis, and other American Indians from the state
of Arizona. And, although he touches on the idea of Chicana/o Indianness
Yaqui

vis-à-vis the

among ethnic Mexicans, he does not explore claims of indigeneity by them. That is

what this dissertation has set out to do. Thus, the following chapter bookends this study of
Chicana/o indigeneity by taking a close look at a specific group of people whose indigeneity is
tied to the land of their ancestors

the Coahuiltecans.

For decades, Coahuiltecans were simply known as Tejanas and Tejanos (Tejana/os),
Mexican Americans, and Chicana/os. Coahuiltecans trace their lineage to Texas where they
have lived for generations. At a time when most indigene-centric Chicana/os gravitated towards
the default identity of Mexikah, these Tejanos looked closer to home to the Apache and the
Coahuiltecans for their indigeneity.5
The people that are the subject of this chapter did not begin organizing until the eighties,
and when they did, it was still not in the cohesive Coahuiltecan form that it acquired years later.
The initial cohort was a diverse group of American Indians, sympathetic Anglos, and Mexican
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Americans who were mostly from the Austin and San Antonio areas. Some of these Mexican
Americans had been active during the Chicana/o movement and had even identified as such at
one time.6 Although, some of these people still occasionally may call themselves Chicana/os, it
is clear that the preferred identity of many of them is that of Coahuiltecan and/or Native
American.
Complicating matters is the issue that Coahuiltecans do not have a conventional historical
continuity from the colonial period to the present, this is discussed below. In this dilemma, they
are not alone, for the issue of continuity is one that other tribes have had to deal with over the
years. The issue gets muddled in cases that involve intermarriage and mestizaje, such as the
Chickahominy of the Commonwealth of Virginia. The Chickahominy present an interesting case
study, because they were deleted out of existence after the Racial Integrity Act of 1924.
Commenting on the act that stripped the Chickahominy and other tribes of their status,
Congressman Moran states:

courthouse documents such as birth, marriage and death records. Those who called
themselves Indian risked being jailed for up to one year, marriage licenses were denied
selected.7

registrar of the newly-created Bureau of Vital Statistics. Plecker was a white supremacist and
supporter of the eugenics movement, and he believed that Native Americans had been
8

The Chickahominy are still
ght for federal tribal
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recognition. The irony here is that these are the descendants of the people who first greeted the
English colonists in 1607.
Coahuiltecan issues with state agents have not been as nefarious as the example above,
but they faced opposition on different fronts as they moved forward with their tribal agendas.
These included funding for health and education, cultural events and community outreach, and
the repatriation of the excavtyed remains of their ancestors. These topics and how Coahuiltecans
emerged to claim their indigeneity are addressed below. First, a necessary note on the historical
people that are commonly referred to as Coahuiltecans follows.

Historical Coahuiltecans
The history of these people overlaps with those of the Querétano Chichimec of the Bajío
-sixteenthcentury, interest in the northern periphery of New Spain started growing. The northern frontier
was characterized by its garrisons, mines, and the mission communities that began springing up
along this contested borderland. Spanish immigrants who came to the New World in hopes of
making fortunes

the origins of the so-

expected to return to their

homeland but
Enticed by the dream of large landed estates and frontier communities that promised prosperity,
the need to cluster in the large cities of central Mexico gave way to the freedom of the open
range.
Although, the lands of the northern frontier were considered terra incognita, Spaniards
had made intermittent contact with Texas Indians since 1528. That year, the survivors of the
Pánfilo de Narváez expedition, including Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and three others, found
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themselves cast upon the inhospitable shore of the mid-Gulf coast near South Padre Island,
Texas. Among the survivors was Estevanico who is considered the first native African in the
Southwest and who later played a controversial role in the initial entrada into New Mexico in
1537. The interest in these northern regions was spurred by eager, but often mistaken, accounts
by the early explorers Francisco Vázquez de Coronado y Luján and Cabeza de Vaca.
Cabeza de
various indigenous people that he and his fellow marooned shipmates interacted with during
their epic journey. In his account, Cabeza de Vaca noted the names of many Native groups,
some of which are considered to have been Coahuiltecans, such as the Avavares, Camones,
Mariames, Susolas, and Yguazes.9
1537, a year after his ordeal ended, Francisco Vásquez de Coronado y Luján led a group of
adventurers in search of the fabled cities of Cíbola. In this expedition, Estevanico led the way
but was killed at a Pueblo village when he abused the hospitality of his hosts.
Other explorers soon followed Coronado, and by1567, Franciscan priests had made their
way into northeastern Mexico and the Rio Grande valley. That year, father Pedro de Espinadera
traveled from Zacatecas to the Province of Pánuco on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico in order to
spread the gospel to the Natives.10 The following year, 1568, Francisco Cano led an expedition
from Mazapil, Zacatecas to explore the region in what is now Saltillo, Coahuila. Although the
actual founding date of that city is disputed, it was likely established no later than 1578. 11 Up
u
served as a buffer zone between Spaniards and Natives.12 That year, Luis de Carvajal y de la
cify a territory to be
13
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The outlined dimensions of the Nuevo Reino de Leon encompassed the northern third of
modern Mexico, and its northern limit extended near present-day San Antonio.14 After Cabeza
15

Using Saltillo as a

base, Carvajal made numerous expeditions that resulted in the discovery of silver mines, the
16

His enterprise was short lived, and

by 1589 a slip of the tongue by his sister Francisca caught the attention of the Inquisition leading
to his arrest. Carvajal was a converso (converted Jew) from Portugal. He was charged with
heresy for not reporting his sister to the religious authorities, condemned to a six-year exile from
New Spain, and died in prison while waiting for the execution of his sentence.
To Catholic inquisitors of the sixteenth-century, being a heretic was probably deemed

occupation of slave raiding and indiscriminate killing of Indians was a more despicable act.

a fortune from selling Native slaves that they captured along the Rio Grande.17 His justification
for this was founded on taking vengeance for the slain survivors of three Spanish vessels which
wrecked on Padre Island in 1554. It is estimated that perhaps one hundred people made it to
shore, but only one survived being slaughtered by indigenous people of the area. 18 Beginning in
the early 1570s, Carvajal campaigned near the Rio Grande presumably to penalize the Indians
for their attack

Grande.19 Slaving noncommon, tolerated and often encouraged by government officials.
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Following the slaver paths, Francisco Sanchez Chamuscado in 1581, Antonio Espejo in
1583, and Gaspar Castaño de Sosa in 1590 led parties into the central Rio Grande basin in search
of desirable places for settlement. Around the same time, in1589, the long-running and bloody
Chichimec War had taken its toll on New Spain, and the government found itself scrambling to
find a peaceful solution to the violence. Of the many grievances Natives charged against
Spaniards, enslavement was probably foremost on their minds. Resisting Spanish encroachment,
Coahuiltecans and other native allies fought for their lands and freedom, raided colonial
settlements, and by 1590, succeeded in driving the Spanish out of their territories. Lacking the
political organization and the unity necessary to mount an effective defense, the allied Indian
force was unable to keep the Spanish from advancing northward and a large wave of Spanish
settlers returned six years later in 1596. Conflicts between the Coahuiltecan peoples and the
Spaniards continued well into the 1600s. By then, slavery had been replaced by the encomienda
system which, although just as exploitative, was less destructive to Indian societies.20
Other than th

indios barbaros

silent on Coahuiltecans until 1674. That year, a Franciscan friar named Juan Larios and his
Cotzal guides traveled north and had an interesting encounter with indigenes of the Rio Grande
valley. The Cotzales were a Coahuiltecan band on their way back home after wandering too far
south in search of food.21 Fray Larios called their land Coahuila, because that is the word he best
understood from them.22 Being the first missionary to venture deep into Coahuiltecan country,
Fray Larios spent three years with the Cotzales before requesting that more friars be sent to the

undoubtedly the original source. Disputes over the etymology of the term have concerned
Mexican scholars over the years, but its actual meaning has never been satisfactorily resolved.
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The activities of missionaries like Fray Larios slowly paved the way for future interaction
between the Native people of the northern frontier and the Spanish. It should also be recalled
that, as stated earlier in this study, many of the people who originally traveled north as part of the
Spanish expeditions were largely Christianized indigenes and mestizos. The efforts of Fray
Larios led to one of the first missions north of Saltillo which attracted members of various
Coahuiltecan bands. Interestingly enough, the mission Larios established among the Cotzales
was named the Mission of the Peyotes, reflecting the religious use of the hallucinogenic cactus. 23
Coahuiltecan peoples used peyote in their religious ceremonies which were always held at night
and involved ritual dancing. Since the early colonial period, when the Church worked to stamp
out indigenous spirituality, any form of ceremony that involved dancing was called a mitote,
from the Nahuatl for dancing.24 In order to discourage indigenous practices, priests demonized
mitotes and associated them with witchcraft, devil worship, and even anthropophagy. On the
northern frontier, missionaries used the term to refer to any ceremony where peyote was
consumed.

more missions along the northern frontier. In 1718, Mission San Antonio de Valero (The
Alamo) was established along Yanaguana (San Antonio River) near an important Coahuiltecan
site the San Pedro Springs. Yanaguana was a Payaya (Coahuiltecan) word meaning

groups gathered at certain times of the year.25 Another significant mission for this study is that
of Mission San Juan Capistrano which was first founded in east Texas (1716) and later moved to
San Antonio in 1731. By selecting places like Yanaguana, Church officials were following the
model set in central Mexico where churches were built on the ruins of previous indigenous
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religious sites. This strategy assured foot traffic to the missions. By the end of the eighteenthcentury, the Spanish had established eighteen missions, several presidios (forts), and numerous
secular settlements as a way of firmly laying claim to the area.
It took almost two centuries for the Spanish to establish a significant presence in what the
Spanish then called the Provincia de Coahuila y Texas.26 Spanish colonization and occupation of

into the northern frontier. This drive came with dire consequences for the indigenous inhabitants
causing disastrous ripple effects and disturbing the balance of their societies. Disease, forced
labor, and frequent skirmishes greatly reduced the Texas Indian people, and survivors were
compelled to coalesce and assimilate into other more numerous groups. Complicating matters
for Native Texans were the nomadic invaders from the north, the Apache. Although reports of
Coahuiltecans described them as tall, slender, and of great physical prowess, they were no match
for the horse mounted Apache who had learned and excelled in raiding tactics. Considering their
choices, many indigenous people from distinct bands and tribes sought refuge at the missions
that offered protection and provisions. In this tug-of27

hat had
a pragmatic purpose traceable to the Chichimec War.28 Tired of the protracted
pacify the Chichimecas
29

by means of giftOnce the tactic of gift-giving proved successful in negotiating peace, the Chichimec were

211

30

The circumstances involving Coahuiltecans were different, but the

Life in the missions was a compromise on both sides. When Natives became apathetic
and refused to work, the friars punished them, leading many of them to simply run away. Those
who stayed at the missions endured hard times, loss of morale, and an increased death-rate that
correlated with a declining birthrate. Coahuiltecans were beset, because their traditional lifeways
were being destroyed and mission life, with its baffling moral strictures and endless back
breaking labor was often unbearable. The great dilemma Coahuiltecans faced was a doubleedged sword: if they escaped the mission, soldiers would force them back, and if they ventured
too far, Apaches raiders were never too far off. In short, this is how Coahuiltecans became
Mission Indians and helped set the foundation for what became Tejano culture.

The Roots of a Movement
The modern Coahuiltecan movement is made up mostly of people who either claim to be
or can actually trace their ancestry to Mission Indians. Historically, they have been considered
or self-identified as Mexican-Americans, Tejanos, and Chicana/os. Most modern Coahuiltecans
argue that, because of the extreme racism and extermination of indigenous people in Texas after
it gained independence from Mexico, their ancestors had to adapt or be expelled from their
homeland. Since most had close ties with ethnic Mexicans

through intermarriage and

acculturation

continuity from the colonial period to the present. Neither is it the contention of the author that
one necessarily exists, although there are specific cases where church documents, such as
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baptism and marriage certificates, support he claims of some modern Coahuiltecans. What most
Coahuiltecans have is oral family history and anecdotal evidence, and for them that is enough
proof of their indigeneity and connection to the missions.
Whether or not continuity exists in the strictest sense is not the subject here, but it is
worth mentioning that scholars who have studied Coahuiltecans have noted that there is a
31

In this line of

thought, it is argued that because the customs or traditions of a particular indigenous people were
abandoned or forgotten over time that does not equate to the erasure of the people themselves.
This argument allows for the resurgence of indigenous identity at a later date, albeit one that is
asserted by its proponents and disputed by its critics. Another way of assessing the Indianness of
a group whose members have assimilated into the dominant culture around them is to look for
clues that might point to an evolved or transformed custom or tradition which is still indisputably
indigenous in nature. In this approach, attention is placed on the appearance of cultural
continuity to determine whether or not they are indigenous customs. This is done by examining

32

comparable practices documente

Both this and the

previous analytical framework have their merits, and the one employed here draws from both
schools of thought in a hybrid analysis of the modern Coahuiltecan identity.
It may be argued that the root of the modern Coahuiltecan identity dates to the early
twentieth-century. In the 1930s, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) conducted a series
of excavations in which human remains were discovered and subsequently removed from the
church grounds.33 The impact of the removal of the remains reverberated through the decades.
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In an interview, Raymond
Tap Pilam Coahuiltecan Nations

descendant of Mission Indians and chief of the
stated that:

federal Works Program Administration (WPA) program removed Native American
the Catholic Church. Our people entrusted their culture and traditions to the Church.
[The Church] didn't realize that [it] had violated the most basic human right, and civil
rights, of a people. The main thing about our culture is that we celebrate death; our burial
34

Hernandez, a Vietnam veteran, also recalled that while he had been away serving his country,
more excavations had taken place at the mission. The excavations he referred to are those that
took place in 1967. That year, Mardith Schuetz, an archeologist acting as representative of San

35

In collaboration with the Texas

Historical Commission (THC) and the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA), Schuetz and
her team removed the remains of ninety-two remains from the burial grounds at MSJC.36 With
the blessing from Archbishop Robert Lucey of the Archdiocese of San Antonio, Schuetz
supervised excavations at the mission for the next four years.

community members were not pleased with the excavation and the removal of burials for
37

Mill. Many of the residents have lived there for generations, and there are a number of families
38

The combined name of the

community is a reflection of the two components of the mission descendants. Some inhabited
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the mission itself, while others lived in the adjacent community that was named for L. S. Berg, a
nineteenth-century San Antonio promoter. The Berg's Mill settlement grew up around the ruined
buildings of the first wool-washing mill in the area. In the forties, the community had a
population of about 100, and with the expansion of San Antonio after WWII the community lost
its separate character. By the sixties Berg's Mill was no longer acknowledged on city maps. 39
Nonetheless, residents were still living on or near the mission and in the Berg's Mill
community when the excavations started in 1967. Even though Berg's Mill was gradually being

historical continuity was still a prominent aspect of their lives.40 Some of the residents of San
Juan/ Bergs Mill who could trace their genealogy to the community for several generations
claimed descent from the original peoples who built and lived in Mission San Juan. The few
families who still lived on the mission grounds during the start of the excavations had the
strongest case on this point.41
As the excavations continued, the displeasure and growing commotion in the community
drew the attention of local media outlets who televised the discovery. Citing security concerns,
Schuetz hired a couple of community residents to stand guard of the burials, noting that:

that sex, age, disease, racial description, and forgotten customs might be learned from the
work, the hostility toward the excavators disappeared along with the local fear of the
dead.42

occur to her that perhaps the community felt strongly disrespected by the removal of their
ancestors. This was not the first time that the archdiocese had been insensitive about allowing
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it very clear that fear of the dead was not the issue. It was
the complete lack of respect for the remains of their ancestors which angered the people from the

revious betrayal in the thirties. Citing the excavations, Hernandez recounted that they
were his motivation in taking steps towards having the remains returned. Little did he realize the
protracted and difficult process involved in the litigation of American Indian remains.
Hernandez and the sources are silent about what, if any, actions were taken by the

artifacts and human remains were kept in the possession of the various institutions involved
especially UTSA and the greater UT system. Because these were taken from Church property,
there was not much the community could do about it. Additionally, when Archbishop Lucey
approved the removal of the remains, it was done with the explicit intention of allowing the UT
system archeologists keep them indefinitely for scientific research. Furthermore, the agreement
between all three parties acknowledged that no matter where the human remains ended up, they
would remain the sole property of the church.43 This agreement between institutions of authority
excluded any input from the community. And regardless of how loud the community cried foul
at the perceived sacrilege, the actions of the authorities made it clear that the priorities of
scientific research superseded the basic human respect for the dead. 44

Not Quite Coahuiltecans Yet
As stated above, it is not clear what occurred in the years after the 1967 excavations, and
little to nothing exists regarding this issue throughout the 1970s. By the late seventies, just as
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interest in danza azteca and Mexikayotl increased in Texas, Chicana/os started asserting their
indigeneity in a more American Indian fashion than that of an indio mexicano.45 In the
previously cited interview, Ray Hernandez and Mario Garza
activist

another early Coahuiltecan

recalled how they first became aware of their indigeneity. For Garza, the matter was

simple he has always known it. When asked about their opinion on the term Hispanic, he
stated:

The myth is that the Spaniards came here and intermarried, and thus the Mexican
believing that the Indian was inferior. A lot of people started thinking that if they became
46

47

on to

48

Although he was serving in

Vietnam at the time they occurred, it was the 1967 excavations wh
49

Undeniably, the issue of repatriation played a major role in the

resurgence of Coahuiltecan identity, and the following comment by Hernandez is indicative of
this point:

and the historical commission reached an agreement that before they
would return the bodies for proper burial they were going to do more studies on the
bodies such as radiation testing, DNA extractions, and be contaminated with arsenic.
There are cemetery laws, but apparently they don't apply to Native Americans.50
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When Hernandez made this critique of the appropriation of indigenous remains by researchers
and academics, he did it from the point of view of a self-described Coahuiltecan. Before arriving
at that identity, though, Hernandez and Chicana/os like him revived the Mission Indian label
first.

indigenism played a role in the revival of the Mission Indian identity, but there was an overlap
with some individuals. For example, Mario Garza maintained an indigenous identity since the
late seventies while also identifying as a Chicano. Garza, like Ray Hernandez, also served in
Vietnam, and upon returning pursued a college education at the University of Houston in the
early seventies. There, he and a few other Chicana/os

including Jaime De La Isla, Maria

Jimenez, Eliot Navarro and Cynthia Perez
Youth Organization (MAYO) chapter that pushed for the establishment of a Mexican American
Studies program in 1973.51
seventies he had several poems published in several Chicano publications, including the
combined anthology for the Flor y Canto IV and V festivals.52 In one of his poems entitled,

[so
when I die] / calienten mis huesos el sol Tejano [the Texas sun can warm my bones] / y que
53

the familiar code-switching Chicana/o vernacular, and the last pa

land.54
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The poem is in

Indigenist Chicana/os from Texas, like Mario Garza, straddled a Tejano and indigenous
identity. Where Garza alluded to
55

It is interesting to note that, despite his

affinity towards Chicanismo, Garza did not get drawn into the neo-Aztec aesthetic of the
movement, nor did he adopt a Mexika identity. After Vietnam, he became involved in Native
ceremonies which helped with his PTSD. While enrolled in the Ethnic Studies program at
Michigan State University as a graduate student in the late seventies, Garza associated with
Native Americans and attended powwows. Drawing from his own experience in the Rio Grande
valley, he found many similarities with his and their cultures.

The American Indian Resource and Education Coalition
In the late 1980s, Mario Garza was livi
Cultural Affairs. One day, he read in the paper about an individual who proposed the creation of
a statewide intertribal group for the purposes of addressing Native American issues in the state of
Texas.56 The announcement caught his interest, so he decided to look further into it. At one of

the newspaper planned on organizing an inter-tribal group and making

57

The group that Garza

and his cohort had just formed was AIREC, which stood for American Indian Resource and
Education Coalition.

219

58

It was

established in 1965 by Governor John Connally under the name Commission for Indian Affairs
in order to assist the only reservation at the time, the Alabama-Coushatta Indian Reservation,
after the previous agency that governed it was abolished. It underwent a few name changes over
the years, and its reach was expanded to encompass the jurisdiction of the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo,
or Tigua Indian Community at El Paso in 1967, as well as the Texas Band of the Kickapoo
Indians at Eagle Pass in 1977. Both of these tribes petitioned and eventually gained federal
recognition in 1968 and 1984 respectively.
By 1985, the Tigua Pueblo and the Alabama-Coushatta had grown dissatisfied with the
way the state managed their affairs and petitioned the federal government for greater oversight.
This spelled doom for the already neglected TIC. By 1989, the Texas Sunset Advisory
Commission suggested an overhaul of the TIC but ultimately failed to get legislation passed that

recognized, the state saw no need to keep the TIC in operation. Needless to say, civil-rights
groups and American Indian activists were not pleased with the decision, but it must have been
one that they had expected. The TIC employed over 100 people throughout the state mainly at
the reservations and places with high concentrations of Native Americans, like the City of

is only reasonable to speculate that one or a number of these former TIC employees and activists
supported creating an independent grassroots intertribal activist group. These are the kind of
people that Garza probably initially met and with whom he eventually formed AIREC.
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In 1989, the first of three significant events AIREC became involved with occurred. That
year, a new archeologist, Jack Jackson, was hired at Fort Hood military post to help in
repatriating human remains which had come from a person who had discovered a severely looted
site on private property near the post.59 Jackson took the remains to the archeological laboratory

archeologist, Jackson determined that the remains needed to be repatriated. Unfortunately, the
repatriation was postponed, because the state abolished the Texas Indian Commission later that
year.
The second event happened on February 20, 1990, within the confines of Ft. Hood itself.
That day, an archaeological survey party discovered what was later identified as the Leon River
Medicine Wheel sacred site. Historically, medicine wheels are of Northern Plains origin, but
they are also highly esteemed throughout Native America. As with most things indigenous,
medicine wheels are also protected and governed by a federal law

the American Indian

Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA). In addition to the medicine wheel, the archeological survey
team also discovered the remains of six individuals in a rockshelter. The remains were
transferred to Texas A &M University for storage.
Later that year, on November 16, 1990, the United States Congress passed the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). The basic purpose of NAGPRA
is to facilitate the repatriation of Native American human remains and the protection of their
gravesites.60 Repatriation is the act of reinterring Native American human remains in a dignified
and sacred way that is specific to the individual tribe conducting the ceremony. Undoubtedly
inspired by NAGPRA, AIREC soon got involved in repatriation issues, and that is how they met
Jack Jackson, the anthropologist from Ft. Hood. Through the protections that the act provided,
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American Indian activists in Texas could at least focus their attention to that area of seemingly
endless contention. With their activism growing and producing results, AIREC filed for status as
61

The third major occurrence was the creation of a repatriation cemetery at Ft. Hood
i
that had a Texas connection, but only the Comanche Tribe of Oklahoma responded to the call.
Because the Comanche were the only federal tribe that participated in the formal ceremonies, the
cemetery at Ft. Hood bears their name, the Comanche National Indian Cemetery. Through the

from the military post to AIREC for their repatriation efforts. As a result, AIREC, Fort Hood,
and the Comanche Nation formed the only association that dealt with repatriation issues in the
state of Texas. AIREC presented the first repatriation proposal in June of 1991, and the first
reburial ceremony was held a few months later, in November. In that ceremony, several
noteworthy things happened. First, the remains that were initially brought to the attention of
Jackson were finally repatriated under the supervision of a Comanche medicine man. And,
secondly, the Vice Chairman of the Comanche Nation officially named the cemetery and read a
letter of support from the governor of Texas. The combination of all of these important details
lent credibility to AIREC, but, more importantly, they also taught Mario Garza lessons that later
proved useful as a Coahuiltecan repatriation activist. Before people like Mario Garza could be
Coahuiltecan activists, they needed to establish their identity as a people first.
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Coahuiltecan Ethnogenesis
62

Ethnogenesis

The term usually

refers to the origin of a specific group of people who share a similar culture, language, and
geographic space. Starting sometime in the1950s, scholars studying the various indigenous
groups associated with Texas and northeastern Mexico, prior to European contact, began
grouping some under the Coahuiltecan umbrella. The term itself originated in the late
nineteenth-century with the Mexican scholar, Manuel Orozco y Berra, who admitted that his
as a linguistic umbrella was solely based on geography and
the lack of a better term.63
Alessio Robles who wrote a three volume tome on the history of the province of Coahuila y
Tejas.64
In the early eighties, some of the key figures that later played a role in the development of
the Coahuiltecan identity were already engaged in indigenous practices. As previously
discussed, Mario Garza had moved towards a post-Chicano indigenous view of himself through
some of his poetry. In more tangible terms, individuals like Isaac Cardenas (Apache, Mexika
and Pamaque Clan of Coahuila y Tejas) put their indigeneity into concrete practice by
performing rituals passed
purification lodges for the Native American [Chicana/o] community at Mission San Francisco
65

When asked about where he received his knowledge of the
66

m to expose his people to
the tradition.67 With Cardenas, we have another example of a Chicano activist who, after
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witnessing indigenist revitalization elsewhere, was inspired to revive and share his own Native
roots once he returned home.
By the early nineties, San Antonio was a place where indigenous people of various
traditions met and exchanged ideas. The danza tradicional had firmly established itself in the
conchero group. But, for the most
part, concheros maintained a distance from the activities of the Mission Indians and Native
American in general. The small but visible American Indian population hosted pow-wows and
had their own local activist organization, the San Antonio Council of Native Americans
(SACNA). Before AIREC was formed, SACNA cooperated with the Texas Indian Commission
and sponsored several repatriation ceremonies in Texas, especially at a historic site just outside
of Corpus Christie.68 In addition to these groups, there was also a small but growing and
headed by Ray
Hernandez

who sought the repatriation of the excavated remains of their ancestors.

Ironically, the idea for the adoption of the Coahuiltecan moniker did not come from
Hernandez or any other mission Indian, but from a danzante
Vásquez. There is a good reason why mission descendants did not assume one indigenous name
over another. Many of them, like Cardenas above, claimed to have Apache, Tlaxcalan, and other
indigenous ancestry from both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border. Vásquez, whose lineage was
69

Apparently,

also a part of a Chicano self-defense group called the Chicano Liberation Front.70 If true, then
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Garza and José Flores (Austin danzante), Vásquez turned to indigenism in the wake of the
f nineteen, Vásquez decided that there had to
be more to cultural activism than what he was exposed to through the movement. Eventually, he
made his way down to San Luis Potosi, Mexico where he met with some friends who had just
been in a ceremony with Hu
these friends shared peyote with him. This seminal event transformed his life and led him to a
career of indigenist causes and way of life.
As an indigenous activist, Vásquez claims to have been at the United Nations (UN) in
1986 where he met numerous indigenous leaders from all over the Americas, including
Rigoberta Menchu whom he supposedly helped in matters of translation.71 Vásquez also
asserts that, while there at the UN, he spoke in front of the Council of Human Rights about the
growing unification of indigenous peoples from the Western Hemisphere. This, he says, was the
72

His claims are indicative of

the experience of others for whom documentation exists. For instance, Chicana/o activists like

73

Most

of these activists were from Arizona where they were members of various organizations,
including Tonatierra which served as a major point of gathering for indigenist Chicana/os.
Indeed he is saying that Chicana/o indigenists situated themselves as equals in relation to other
indigenous groups. They did not hesitate to demonstrate the sincerity of their position.
Vásquez was among the initial group of danzantes aztecas in the San Antonio area. The
only other indigenous Mexican dancing at the time were the Xinachtli concheros and the
matachines; the latter are more ubiquitous throughout Mexico and Aztlan and, like the
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concheros, are closely tied to the Catholic Church. Where the concheros at least acknowledge
their Otomi-Chichimec roots, matachines have all but forgotten the Tlaxcalan origins of their
dance. Aztec dancing likely arrived in San Antonio sometime in the late eighties to early

danza azteca of the Floren
name of Grupo Teocalli (House of Energy) also emerged at this time. Vásquez was associated
with both of them, and he organized dance ceremonies that brought them together with other
form around the country, such as Grupo Tlaloc (named after the Aztec rain god) from Denver,
Colorado. The concheros from Xinachtli joined the aztecas in ceremony occasionally.
the
Temaskal, based on the incorporation of family traditions with traditions from Lakota and
74

The temazcal that Vásquez introduced

was the Mexikayotl version of the sweat-lodge that was transmitted mainly through the danza
mexica, not so much the azteca. As was explained in the chapter on danza, these two offshoots
of concherismo differ mainly in their philosophy; the aztecas are still traditionally Catholic, and
the mexicas are extreme indigenous purists. With evolution of modern Mexikayotl post-1970,
the tradition mixed Mesoamerican and Plains Indian spiritual traditions. This neo-Mexika

chief) who had once been a part the MCRCA restorationists in Mexico City. Recall that modern
Mexikayotl also developed into a hybrid of Lunaesque revisionism combined with indigenist
forms of New Ageism and Gnosticism, and it was promoted to unsuspecting neophytes as being
an ancient tradition with an unbroken lineage dating to the pre-conquest era. Many Chicana/os,
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like Vásquez, convinced themselves that the teachings were authentic, and that skepticism meant
questioning the very core of their own indigeneity.
Vásquez believed in what he was doing and used the temazcal as a means of purification
for the danzantes and anyone else that was interested in indigenous spirituality. According to
Enrique Maestas:

During the summer of 1993, Kuauhtli Vásquez introduced me to Yanawana, and we held
Danza in San Pedro Park. In the winter of 1993, I met Rick Mendoza during a
purification lodge ceremony at the Refugee Aid Project (RAP) that worked to address
health, safety, and other survival issues for economic and political refugees from Mexico
and Central America, of which Kuauhtli Vásquez was the director. While Kuauhtli
worked at the RAP, it became a site for Temaskal/sweatlodge, Danza, and a center for
Vazquez, and others established the Naciones Coahuiltecos from the RAP as well as the
Centro Cultural de Aztlan established by Ramón Vásquez y Sánchez. 75

Just as Aztlan represented
the Chican
indigenous homeland of Coahuiltecans. Maestas also informs us that Vásquez was the director
or

It is unclear if the term Coahuiltecan and its variants had been in usage as a public
identity before Vásquez suggested it to his fellow indigenists. Maestas

who was present when

this identity first took shape affirms that it was Vásquez who applied the term first.

227

Coahuiltecans will undoubtedly dispute that claim coming from Maestas, a danzante and selfidentified Mexika, but that is not the point here. Regardless of who pronounced the term first,
individuals, such as Mario Garza and Isaac Cardenas, already had an indigenous view of

identity came from his family history. For instance, when asked when he discovered his
indigeneity and how he determined the original name of his people, Garza stated:

My family was from Ciudad Mier [Tamaulipas, Mexico], and my grandfather,
Zaragoza Garza, was the last cacique of the Garza Band community along the Rio
Grande. My grandmother was raised at the Mission in the Rio Grande. My father was
the bride. Weddings lasted four days.
De cuales Garzas eres
f which
Garzas are you?]. I he replied that I was from the Garzas de Mier. When I got older, I
[Heron] which is a direct translation from Coahuiltecan. For the sake of survival, a lot of
Coahuiltecans assumed a national Mexican identity over an indigenous one. You had to
choose between staying in your homeland or being removed to reservations.76
If not already obvious, Garza makes it clear in the second paragraph why indigenist Tejanos
favored a Coahuiltecan identity. It was mostly due to their oral family histories that placed and
associated them to the land itself. Native Tejanos did not need to assert their indigeneity through
the default Mexika identity that most detribalized Chicana/os gravitated towards. Tejanos, or
rather Coahuiltecans, were already home in the land of their ancestors. This explains why the
issue of repatriation was so important to Ray Hernandez. He was determined to see that the
remains excavated in 1967 were returned to their proper resting place at Mission San Juan.
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500 Years of Resistance
In 1992, as the Western world prepared to celebrate the quincentennial of Co

-

protests denouncing the planned celebrations. At least ten years prior, various countries
worldwide including Spain, Mexico, the United States of America, and Italy as well

had set

in motion plans to mark the occasion. Indigenous people from North and South America were
well aware of these plans and also began organizing against the five hundredth anniversary
celebrations, culminating in a 1990 anti-Columbus conference

the Intercontinental Indigenous

Gathering in Quito, Ecuador. The conference was the first of its kind, and from it, a hemispheric
pan-Indian solidarity developed which sparked the
77

As government committees busily spent vast amounts of money in preparation for the
occasion, others including scholars, artists, and history enthusiasts also produced an immense
fortuitous event.
Some of these people were also contracted by government agencies to produce material for their
celebrations. Their interpretations ranged from praise of Columbus to outright disgust and
condemnation of his legacy.78 The most vociferous opposition to the celebration came from
indigenous people throughout the Americas, and among the protesters were ethnic Mexicans
who were sympathetic to Native American issues or who identified as indigenous people
themselves. While it was widely understood that ethnic Mexicans had indigenous ancestry,
public displays of indigeneity among Mexican Americans had been rare even among those who
called themselves Chicanas and Chicanos (Chicana/os). The Columbus quincentenary helped
change that, but there were other factors at play.
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The early to mid-1990s saw an increase of activism among young people, who now
called themselves Latinas/os, in response to the resurfacing of unresolved issues dating to the
grievances of the Chicano movement. Throughout the country, but especially in the U.S.
Southwest, racism and xenophobia were

-

passed as a way to target unwanted immigrants, especially those in Spanish-speaking
communities. In many places, public schools were still not fully desegregated, creating a
separate, and very unequal, educational environment that did a disservice to poor children of
ethnic minorities and immigrants. In higher education, multiculturalism and affirmative action
programs were attacked by reactionary critics who argued that the rules impinged on their rights
and discriminated against white people. Intensifying matters were harsh immigration laws
intended to cleanse the nation of undocumented immigrants, as well as an increased incidence of
police brutality. While economic concerns and national sovereignty informed the course of
immigration policy, that issue also affected policing due to the rise of violent crime among urban
youth, including the children of immigrants, caught in a despairing cycle of poverty and gang
activity.
All of these socio-political issues prompted young activists to look at the recent past
Chicano movement

the

for guidance and direction, an in their search many found the Aztec dance

groups that had formed at that time. In my estimation, this period of the early nineties is when
danza azteca really gained prominence and started becoming ubiquitous in Southwestern urban
centers with traditionally large ethnic Mexican populations

places like San Antonio,

Albuquerque, Denver, and Los Angeles. Once immersed in these socio-cultural dance troupes,
their newfound teachers exposed the neophyte members to new ideas and traditions. The new
danzantes learned that the tradition they now followed belonged to an ancient and unbroken line
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that dated to the pre-invasion era. Additionally, as part of a larger danza community, the
neophytes joined a whole network of activists involved in indigenous causes on both sides of the
U.S.-Mexico border. These connections were not new, for the ties between Native Americans
and indigene-centric Chicana/os had been firmly established in the heady days of the Chicano
and Red Power movements of the sixties and seventies.
The relationship between Chicana/o and American Indian activists, like any other, had its
ups and downs, but both groups understood the importance of solidarity. Through their
interaction with Chicana/os, Native Americans established a rapport with indigenous
communities in Mexico since at least the 1970s. For example, in 1978, the National Congress of
American Indians (NCAI) an advocacy group for Native Americans

sent emissaries to

Mexico City to meet with the organization Zemanahuac Tlamachtiloyan (ZT). The ZT was an
organization whose membership consisted of long-time neo-Aztecs of the Mexika strand. From
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A few years later, in 1980, the NCAI

invited the leadership of the ZT to its annual convention, further solidifying the ties between the
two organizations. This coalition building proved fruitful and useful, especially during the 1992
Columbus celebration protests.
Perhaps one of the most striking ideas that emerged from the pan-Indian coalition against
the Columbus

basic elements to a sixteenth-century messianic and shamanistic religious revival movement
among Quechuas from the Peruvian Andean highlands called Taki Onqoy. The name of the
80

movement, Taki Onqoy, loosely translates to

231

As

with most prophecies, there are many versions and interpretations, but the concern here is with
the modern association of the eagle with the northern continent and the condor with the southern
one. During the Quito conference, a group of Quechua representatives shared the prophecy of
the Eagle and the Condor with the participants. John Curl, a journalist from Berkeley who was
in attendance, California described the instance thusly:

The gathering served as the place where many of the participants first heard of the
Prophecy of the Eagle and the Condor. In fact, the event's theme was the Prophecy of the
Eagle and the Condor. (I) asked some of the organizers, what the meaning of the banner
was that they were painting. They told (me) that it represented an old legend of the
Prophecy of the Eagle and the Condor.81

It is fair to say that the prior to this, the prophecy was relatively unknown outside of Ecuador. At
the conference, representatives from other parts of the Americas also shared their prophecies, all
of which forecast the emergence of a new era of indigenous unity and enlightenment.

spirituality with New Age philosophy. Matt Remle (Hunkpapa Lakota), a Native American
activist who promotes decolonization and pan-Indian unity, describes the prophecy thusly:

We have been waiting five hundred years. The Inca prophecies say that now, in this age,
when the eagle of the North and the condor of the South fly together, the Earth will
awaken. The eagles of the North cannot be free without the condors of the South. Now
awakening, an age of returning to natural ways. Our generation is here to help begin
this age, to prepare through different schools to understand the message of the heart,
intuition, and nature. Native people speak with the Earth. When consciousness awakens,
we can fly high like the eagle, or like the condor. Inca Prophecy82
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This narrative is emblematic of most versions transmitted among indigenous activists since it
was first shared in 1990. Notice the casual mention of the
it seems in a prophecy that is attributed originally to Quechuans. It is telling that a concept
associated with counterculture and New Ageism found its way into a Native prophecy. It points
to the problematic reality of how Theosophical tenets permeate through many modern revitalized
indigenous traditions, including Mexikayotl.83
The Eagle and Condor prophecy also brings to mind an Aztec legend which states that
the end of the current Fifth Sun (our current age) is nigh, signaling the start of a new age

that of

the Sixth Sun. Since the seventies, Mexikas and New Agers associated the Sixth Sun legend
with the year 2012 and the completion of the Maya calendric long-count. The connection
between the year 2012 and the Maya end-times prophecies began at the turn of the twentiethcentury, but it did not gain prominence until the seventies when New Age authors
Frank Waters,

such as

, and Terrence McKenna popularized it. Two schools of thought

emerged from this erroneous association, one was eschatological and the other transcendental.
Followers of the former believed that the Maya had predicted the end of world which would
occur at the end of the Maya long-count, December 21, 2012. Those partial to the latter believed
that humanity would enter a new age of harmony and higher consciousness. Needless to say,
neither of the two predictions materialized on that long awaited prophetic day. 84
In similar fashion, Mexikas incorporated the Eagle and Condor prophecy into that of the
f the North and South
American indigenous peoples initiated the coming of the new age. Because Mexikah liked
incorporating spiritual practices and blending philosophical tenets of various cultures, it is easy
to see how New Age philosophy manifested itself into the Mexikayotl tradition. That issue
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aside, the important point here is that opposition to the quincentennial celebrations brought
indigenous peoples from North and South America together in a unified voice against what they
perceived as an offensive celebration of European colonization, dispossession, injustice,
genocide, and oppression.

Los Coahuiltecos
In the early nineties, there was an upsurge of indigene-centric activity in and around San
Antonio. The danza azteca and purification lodges gained a greater following among Tejano

that were curious about Native identity and spiritual ceremonies. For years Isaac Cardenas
conducted traditional family sweat-lodge purifications at Mission San Francisco de Espada. By
1992, his sweat-lodge had garnered a significant following mainly from individuals associated
ed Hernandez
himself, Rodolfo Muñoz, Mickey Killian, and Richard Garay. They were all part of the San Juan
Capistrano Mission Repatriation Committee (SJCMRC).
The SJCMRC was led by Hernandez who for many years had been advocating for the
return of the excavated remains from MSJC. Cardenas, Hernandez, and the rest of the committee
eventually discovered that there were other Chicana/os conducting their own purification
ceremonies. These other indigenist Chicanos were none other than the danzantes mexicas who
were guided by Kuauhtli Vásquez. Finding common ground, the mexicas and the mission

identity resonated with Hernandez who, up to this point, had not even considered it.

234

The year1992 also marked the Columbus quincentennial. As was discussed at the start of
this study in Chapter One, indigenous people of the Americas gathered in various cities and
mounted demonstrations denouncing the 500 year anniversary of the encounter and the very
celebrations themselves. Anticipating the festivities, various groups in North and South America

occasion. The journeys basically consisted of two groups of runners who began their trek from
opposite ends of the western hemisphere. One group started from Chickaloon, Alaska and the
other from Macchu Picchu, Peru. Starting from opposite ends, the participants ran through
several hundred indigenous communities along the way until they met at a designated place in
between. Participating communities helped in carrying the staffs and banners at various points
and provided food and shelter for the runners. Completing their mission, both groups of runners
arrived and met at Teotihuacan

on October

12, 1992. This achievement represented a symbolic unification of indigenous peoples in the
Western hemisphere against colonialism and its legacy.85 Believers in the Eagle and Condor
prophecy noted that the PDJ marked the first stage of its fulfillment. In honor and solidarity,
Vásquez and those associated with RAP hosted their own Native American ceremony in San
Antonio which they observed simultaneously with the one in Teotihuacan.86
By the following year, 1993, Vásquez and Jose Zepeda established the Quetzalcoatl
Native American Church (NAC) which advocated for the ritual use of peyote by Chicana/os. 87
Zepeda was a long-time mitotero who recalled having attended a ceremony at Mission San Juan
88

It is unclear who

tradition that emerged in that period. These are the kind of connections that motivated
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indigenous understanding that transcended generic neo-Aztecism likely motivated Vásquez and
others like him. Nevertheless, Vásquez thought of himself, not just as a Mexika, but also as a
Coahuilteco, for although he had learned danza and Mexikayotl, he was also proud of his

identification with Coahuiltecan peoples, and in turn he influenced those around him, including
people like Hernandez.

at the Spanish Colonial Missions (AIT-SCM). That same year AIT-SCM successfully applied
for and received non-profit status as a 501(c)(3).89 However, the transformation of the

ltecos became an identity for a growing number
90

of people associated with AIT-

By 1996, the

Coahuiltecan identity, the religious use of peyote, the use of sweat-lodges for purification, and
the performance of various danza styles (conchera, azteca, and mexica) flourished throughout
San Antonio.
Unfortunately, the alliance that had emerged between danzantes and mission descendants
did not last very long. By October of 1997, philosophical differences among members of Los
Coahuiltecos drove a wedge between the two camps. On one side were Ray Hernandez and
many of the original San Juan Capistrano Mission Repatriation Committee

including Mickey

Killian. On the other were Rick Mendoza and Kuauhtli Vásquez, both whom had been
instrumental in the development of the modern Coahuiltecan identity. Mendoza was of Pamaque
(Coahuiltecan) ancestry and he disagreed with some of the decisions made by Hernandez
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regarding the repatriation of the remains that were finally being processed for reburial.
Hernandez viewed this opposition as a threat to his growing influence in the group. As president
of AIT-SCM, he reorganized the organization into the Tap Pilam Coahuiltecan Nation and in the
process expelled Mendoza and Vásquez from the group.
AIT-SCM reorganized itself to reflect a more Native American structure and created the
Tap Pilam Coahuiltecan Nations which was comprised of several families, or clans. 91 They also
-laws to reflect the shift in focus, sta

Tribe, herein after referred to as Tap Pilam, Coahuiltecos, Coahuiltecans, Tejanos, Coahuilanos,
92

Where AIT-SCM served as the bureaucratic arm of the group, the Tap Pilam

(People of the Land) became the cultural channel through which the Coahuiltecan identity was
promoted.93

Conclusions
This chapter focused on the evolution and creation of the Coahuiltecan identity as an
Indian for Chicana/os in Texas. The identity was suggested by an individual with ties to

their ancestry. This identity resonated with other Tejanos who already viewed themselves in
indigenous terms through connections to the old Spanish missions in San Antonio, specifically
San Juan Capistrano. Tejanos do not have a single source of origin for their assertions of
indigeneity. There were multiple channels through which Indianness arrived and was expressed.
One of the earliest expressions was through the Xinachtli concheros and later with the danza
azteca that was introduced through people like Kuauhtli Vásquez. Other sources of Chicana/o

237

indigeneity was throu
similar to sweat-lodges from other Native American groups. Lastly, but most importantly,
indigeneity was expressed through the ritual use of peyote and the mitote ceremonies.
The investigation into Coahuiltecan identity revealed few female voices. Apparently,
males mainly promoted the indigenist identity. Though women in the picture, they mostly
appeared in the background or their actions are rarely documented. The author spoke to a few
women connected to the modern Coahuiltecan identity, and their information did not deviate
much from what is presented above. However, one woman reacted strongly to the situation;
Delia Enriquez offered a stinging critique of the Tap Pilam:
in the organization.94 Enriquez is the ex-wife of the late Steven Casanova

a Chicano activist

and professor at St. Cloud University in Minnesota.95 He was one of the founders of the Tap
Pilam and headed one
the group and focused on her activities with danza conchera.
Finally, the issue of repatriation played a key role in the evolution of Coahuiltecan
identity, especially among those individuals who identified as mission descendants. To use a

seeing that the human remains that were excavated at Mission San Juan Capistrano in 1967 were
returned to the camposanto (holy-ground) from where they taken. He was a controversial figure,
one that led to his adoption of an indigenous

repatriation battle was realized. On that day, the remains of over one-hundred individuals who
had been originally buried there more than two-hundred years earlier were finally laid to rest.
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Hundreds of people attended the event which included a Catholic mass right before the reburial,
all of which had been preceded by Native American rituals and a mitote the night before. Ray
Hernandez led the final reburial ceremony, thus closing a major chapter in his life.
The Tap Pilam splintered further over the years. Mario Garza, his wife Maria, and
members of their extended family constituted the next major split in 2006. Acquiring non-profit
status, they started the Indigenous Cultures Institute in San Marcos, Texas to promote indigenous
pride among ethnic Mexicans and continue fighting for repatriation of all the remains still held
lves as the Miakan/Garza
Band of Coahuiltecans. The band was formally recognized by the State of Texas in 2013.
In conclusion, just as the Mexika identity emerged during the Chicano movement as a
channel for asserting indigeneity among ethnic Mexicans, so did that of modern Coahuiltecans.
In Texas, however, the strong ties that Chicana/os had to their Coahuila-Tejano roots inspired a
connection that was much closer to home one that was rooted in local family genealogies and
deep historical connections to

la gente del mesquite
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CONCLUSION

This study set out to answer one simple question, one that often gets overlooked, glossed
over, or dismissed altogether: How and why did a certain subset of Chicana/os, specifically
Tejanos, go beyond simply acknowledging that they have Indian blood, to fully embracing and
immersing themselves in particular forms of Mexican based indigeneity? In other words, the
question reaches beyond the easy answer derived from mestizo explanations which are
inadequate because otherwise most ethnic Mexicans would be more engaged with their
Indianness.
Indian
This question arose from my own experience and background. Growing up in an ethnic
Mexican household with a political Chicano view of myself, I was always fascinated by the
iconography and allusions to ancient Mesoamerican art, poetry, and music. As I got older, I
encountered people that shared this enthusiasm but took it to the next level

a modern

interpretation of indigenous lifeways. In time, I began to question how it was that all the things I
was experiencing through my involvement in danza mexica and Mexikayotl itself came to be a
part of U.S. born Mexican American culture. In reality, this alternative lifestyle constitutes a
kind of counterculture movement similar to the one that arose in 1960s Mexico with the
previously discussed jipitecas.
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Similar to the extreme left within hippie culture, there is also an anti-American sentiment
among neo-Mexikas, both in Mexico and the U.S. It is a sentiment that is fueled by a
combination of grievances over historical transgressions committed by the Spanish, Anglo, and
Western-European society; current and ongoing atrocities by the same actors; and solidarity with
other indigenous people worldwide against colonization and neo-liberal capitalism. The antiAmericanism is so great among some extremist individuals that they fall prey to conspiratorial
thinking so as long it is against the Unites States. It appears to me that this thinking is a holdover
attitude from the extreme wings of Chicano movement.
Still, some Mexikas view themselves as inheritors of the Chicano movement whose duty
it is to carry on the struggle for civil and human rights. This image aligns nicely with that of the
guerrero azteca

Aztec warrior) who, when filtered through the Mexika lens, transforms

Chicana/o activists into Mexika warriors whose lofty goal is the complete decolonization of
Aztlan, Mexico, and the entirety of the Americas. This is also not that far removed from the
restorationist ideologies of Juan Luan-

aztekah movement and his neo-Mexika

successor Rodolfo Nieva-Lopez and his MCRCA.
For the most part, the majority of Mexicanos and Mexican Americans lost their
indigenous connection during the three-hundred year Spanish occupation of what is today
Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. Whatever semblance of indigeneity that remained in the
mestizo culture that developed was hidden both consciously and subconsciously. The remnants
of Native culture lay hidden in plain sight through the melding and syncretism of various
cultures, and in time, these evolved into regional cultures. After the Mexican Revolution, the
Mexican state promoted the stereotypical nationalized culture that we see today with mariachis,
charros, serapes, tacos. Etc.
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That the indigenous influence is evident in Mexican society, such as food, art,
spirituality, and culture is not the issue, and neither are those things necessarily representative of
indigeneity. Among indigenists, it is not enough to simply proclaim that one is indigenous. You
have to demonstrate your Indianness in some way. Indigeneity is a matter of identity, and
historically speaking, ethnic Mexicans have emphasized their native regionality as in Tejano,
Californio, and Nuevo Mexicano

and not particularly their Indianness. In effect, the work

presented here examined the instances and intellectual underpinnings that gave rise to the
phenomenon of embracing indigenous identity within the detribalized ethnic Mexican
community. This was done by tracing indigenist ideology back to the early colonial period with
the rise of romantic neo-Aztecism; through its waning during the Mexican period; and, finally, to
its vigorous revival in the postrevolutionary period. After several decades of growing pains,
romantic neo-Aztecism transformed into Mexikayotl, and in this last version is how it spread
north into Chicanoland (Aztlan).
Even so, there those among Chicana/o indigenists who feel that identities based on the
Aztecs are imperialistic, and they choose to identify with other less prominent groups. There are
others still who identity with the indigenous people tied to their oral family history, such as the
Coahuiltecans discussed in this study. Whether or not their culture survived the hundreds of
years of colonization and repression is debatable, but those who identify as Coahuiltecan have
subverted the notion of extinction by expressing that identity. Having successfully repatriated
the excavated remains at Mission San Juan Capistrano gave Coahuiltecans credibility among
other Native people. Nonetheless, acceptance among American Indians is not a given, for not all
Undeterred by these political obstacles, Coahuiltecans have

249

continued successfully repatriating remains despite protests by some federally recognized tribes
who attempt discrediting them by pointing to their lack of federal status.
The revival of Coahuiltecan ethnic identity exposes the persistence of indigeneity, not
only among Coahuiltecan descendants, but also among the greater ethnic Mexican community.
There has been an increased acceptance and acknowledgement of indigeneity among detribalized
Mexicans over the last thirty years, and the default identity among them has been that of
Mexikah. This cultural re-appropriation is best defined by the term used at the onset of the
movement in Mexico, restoration. The restoration process is then expressed through the
revitalization of cultures that were long thought extinct. And because there are huge historical
breaks in the timeline of both identities, cultural continuity in the strictest cannot be defended
and is not the argument intended in this study. This study showed that there has been a constant
affinity towards indigenous culture and identity over the course of Mexican history which has
manifested itself in various forms. More importantly, what this study demonstrates that the idea
of indigenous identity among ethnic Mexicans is shows no signs of abatement and is here for the
long term. This raises other questions for further research.
At a time when localized ethnic identities are being absorbed into larger ones; will
indigeneity among ethnic Mexicans continue to rise, or will those claims finally give way to the
prevailing homogenous Eurocentric Latino label? More importantly, does revitalization provide
a substantive approach for advancing and legitimizing future claims of indigeneity among
Mexican Americans, and can it be sustained in the long-term? In the end, these questions tackle
the sub-text of this study, which is the issue of belonging and its parallel contestation against the
claims of foreignness. It must be understood, that indigenists of the stripe discussed herein assert
that as descendants of indigenous people, they have the right to live and exist in any part of the
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Americas regardless of legal status. This idea manifests itself in many ways including political
rallies and protest marches.
For instance, i

through the streets of downtown making it the largest march in that city ever, with some
accounts suggesting that it was also the largest in the history of the state. These types of events
are hard to accurately quantify, but as an active participant, I can attest to the march

magnitude.

At the event, my danza group, Mitotiliztli Yaoyollohtli (Heart of the Warrior), marched with
signs I made with messages promoting indigenous identity. Also present were representatives of
the American Indian Movement who brought their iconic flag and marched alongside a group of
people that is not considered as such by many in of their own community.
Among Chicana/o indigenists

whether Coahuiltecan, Mexikah, or some other

indigenous identity a prevailing attitude among them is one of indignation. Many could care
less about being

Jack D. Forbes put it many years ago. To them what

counts is their acceptance and inclusion within their own communities, even if it means
sometimes being at odds with card-carrying American Indians who frown on them for simply
they are accepted or not is of no consequence, it is their own
community that matters. Ultimately, what this study showed is that the idea of indigeneity is so
deeply rooted in the Mexican psyche that it makes indigenous persistence very difficult to break.
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